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ABSTRACT 

ADRIENNE NICOLE CLANCY 
SUSTAINABLE MODELS OF DANCE MAKING DEVELOPED AND DEVELOPING 

WITHIN THE 20TH AND 21ST CENTURIES 
 

MAY 2014 

The purpose of this dissertation is to analyze ways in which dance artists have 

sustained their dance practice.  Data was collected by interviewing participants who have 

sustained a dance organization for a minimum of two decades and who have achieved 

national recognition for their work.  Interview questions and theories framing the 

research are based on extant literature from organizational development, 

entrepreneurship, and leadership fields.  Research findings are presented in the form of 

case studies that highlight three models of sustainable dance practices.   

 The first case study focuses on Dance Place in Washington, D.C., a dance 

presenting and educational center that has sustained itself for over three decades under 

the co-leadership of Carla Perlo and Deborah Riley.  Dance Place gained strength from 

connecting to a specific location, owning real estate, and partnering with local, regional, 

national and international presenters.  It has significantly contributed to creating a strong 

dance community within the nation’s capital.   

 The second case study focuses on the leadership practices of Liz Lerman and the 

organizational structure of The Dance Exchange, the touring company Lerman founded 

and sustained for over thirty years.  This chapter reveals the complex challenges and 
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solutions developed when a strong leader incorporates collaborative processes into 

organizational practices.  The chapter highlights themes of communication, trust, and the 

need to constantly adapt to changes within the environment in order to achieve 

sustainability.  

 Highlighting William (Bill) Evans, Tere O’Connor, and Maida Withers as 

examples, the third case study examines how artistic directors sustain their companies 

while teaching at universities.  The chapter analyzes different types of partnerships 

between artistic directors and universities.  The data shows how the partnership may 

benefit universities and their students, artistic directors and their company members, and 

the surrounding dance community.  

 Insights and lessons gleaned from each of the cases are relevant to fields beyond 

dance.  This dissertation contributes knowledge on leadership practices, communication 

patterns, economic models, cultivating partnerships, and engaging stakeholders in an 

organization.  The research provides information applicable to building personal and 

professional relationships, both of which are necessities for surviving and sustaining 

professional and emotional health in the 21st century.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION:  PLACING THE RESEARCHER WITHIN THE 
 

RESEARCH 
 

I founded my dance company ClancyWorks in 2001. At that time, I recall a 
conversation with the then chairperson of the Association of Performing Arts 
Presenters (APAP), a service organization for arts presenters, managers and 
touring artists. When I told her that I was in the process of starting a dance 
company, she jokingly responded, “Oh, I am so sorry.” I also recall a similarly 
unsettling conversation with Nora Reynolds-Daniel, a mentor of mine whose 
mother, Bella Lewitzky, founded and directed Lewitzky, a California-based dance 
company that had sustained itself for 30 years. Nora had danced with prestigious 
choreographers who ran successful companies (Lar Lubovitch, Mark Morris and 
Lewitzky), but she had no interest in directing a formal company, preferring to 
present her choreographic work as “projects.” When I asked her why, she likened 
running a company to driving a huge truck up a large mountainside: no matter 
how much fuel you pump into the engine, it always seems to be running on empty. 

 
I was haunted by the pointed reflections of these two women mentioned above 

whose experience and professional opinions I so highly valued. As the artistic director of 

the now 13-year-old ClancyWorks Dance Company based in the Washington, D.C. area, 

their words still haunt me since, from the time I began to study modern dance, I knew I 

wanted to direct a company. Several factors drove my interest: the freedom to create and 

perform the type of work that appealed to me, the opportunity to shape a social 

contribution by making art with political impact, and, finally, my desire to lead an 

organization.  

 The child of immigrants, I was instilled with the ethics of individual hard work 

tempered by a commitment to the welfare of the greater community. My career 
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aspirations were also influenced by a barrage of media images from the 1980s that 

profiled the inflated economic boom of corporate wealth with a parallel track of strong 

females in highly visible roles.  My passion to combine corporate growth, social good, 

with an often marginalized artistic expression inspired two and a half decades of inquiry 

and action. I am now driven by the question: How does one sustain a modern dance 

company in America?   

For me, sustaining a company is not a question of economic stability alone. It is a 

question of sustaining passion to create and share dances that advance knowledge, result 

in positive social action, and kindle individual pleasure. I had also long suspected that the 

sustainability of the American modern dance company would be correlated with the 

confluence of geographical regions and eras, or being in the right place at the right time. 

My research in the following pages of the dissertation will demonstrate that while 

location and timing do partially factor into the advancement of an artist’s work, what 

specifically “works” in differing situations is decidedly more complex.  

It would appear that a stable regional economic climate and a community’s 

interest in supporting a particular arts organization would provide key support to a dance 

company. However, as exemplified by aforementioned Nora Reynold’s perspective of the 

truck with a full tank still struggling up the hill on gas fumes, it seems that, from some 

perspectives, no matter how much support an American arts organization garners, it’s 

rarely “enough.” Is the perception of never enough time, resources, or labor a learned 

habit of American nonprofit culture? Or is it a pattern of the American always looking for 

the “supersized” version of him or herself as portrayed by Morgan Spurlock in his now 
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well-known 2004 documentary on American culture, “Super Size Me.” Spurlock raised 

the following questions in my mind:  Do American artists always feel dissatisfied and left 

wanting more no matter what success they garner?  Or does the perception of never being 

satisfied stem from a historical legacy of discipline and rigor passed on from the pioneers 

of American modern dance to work to one’s maximum in spite of circumstances?  If the 

pattern of overwork and underpay is a reality more than a perception, how does an 

organization sustain the energy, drive, and interest of its employees?  Further, how can 

future dance leaders continue the heritage of a modern dance art form if satisfaction is so 

hard to obtain?  Finally, how can the sustainment of a dance company become a fulfilling 

aspect of an artist’s life in contemporary American society? 

If I delve further into the notion of what it means to be “sustainable” for a dance 

company as an organization, I am confronted with complex issues that move beyond 

simply looking at artistic success. I must consider questions of health and balance from 

the point of view of the director of a company and the company members. In informal 

conversations with leaders of various dance companies, I found the following two 

questions guiding our discussions: How might one sustain the workload of a dance 

organization and maintain solid professional and personal relationships?  How does one 

advance an organization’s prestige, power, and status, while retaining the humanity 

central to its vision?  Ultimately, these dance artists are concerned with  the important 

issue of how one sustains an organization while also sustaining one’s own health and 

well–being. 
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I began my dissertation research with the notion of sustainment being a balance 

between the personal and the professional; however, after collecting data from diverse 

artists, I later realized that I had framed my questions into sustainability a bit too simply.  

After conducting research for this dissertation, I now sense that there exists no “one 

answer fits all” in sustaining a dance organization.  There is no “one” right way or 

method of management; no “one” specific business or strategic plan; no “one” perfect 

location or time to have a company; and, most importantly, no matter how 

counterintuitive to the message of the many companies named for their founders, no 

“one” person who can enable a company to prosper and survive. Leaders do not lead in 

isolation. This was confirmed by Michael Bigley (2012), Program Officer for the Cafritz 

Foundation in Washington, D.C. when he concludes: “there is no perfect business plan or 

specific formula that will lead to a sustained organization, but only adaptable practices 

that will shift and change in relation to varying events that may help an organization 

sustain itself over time” (personal communication, September 12, 2012).   

After doing the preliminary research for my dissertation, I began to realize that a 

dance organization is built on a group of people who create, innovate, adapt, shift and 

change practices within an organization.  However, it is the company’s 

director/choreographer who creates and sustains a dance organization over time and is the 

catalyst setting into action the complex ecology of the dance company.  Therefore, I have 

placed these artist directors at the center of the following dissertation inquiry in order to  

explore how they share their rich, experiential stories. I observed the dance company 

directors in action in order to better understand and, from their perspectives, unravel the 
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viable and responsive practices which nourish the structures of their art form. It is my 

position that the frustrations, challenges, goals, achievements, and experiences of such 

artists provide rich sets of data that illuminate diverse approaches to sustaining the 

American dance company in the twenty-first century. My overarching goal for this 

dissertation, therefore, is to theorize from the data emerging from the accumulated 

wisdom of notable artists who have sustained a United States-based dance company for 

over a minimum of two decades.  The theories emerging from the dissertation data will, 

hopefully, stimulate diverse pathways to sustainability for other artists and 

administrators, and contribute to the larger conversation of organizational sustainability 

and arts practice.   

Contextualized Background and Statement of Research Purpose 

The RAND Corporation’s 2007 study on the sustainability of the arts sector in 

Philadelphia determined that, “After three and a half decades of unprecedented growth, 

the nonprofit arts face an environment that threatens to stunt that growth . . . This 

situation poses severe challenges to the sustainability of local arts sectors” (McCarthy, 

Ondaatje, Novak, 2007, p. xiii).  The RAND Corporation chose to define the territory of 

the nonprofits arts organization as emerging from “the relationships among the three 

components of local communities’ organizational ecology: their arts infrastructures; the 

support systems upon which they depend; and the sociodemographic, economic, and 

political environments in which they operate” (ibid.).  This definition of the nonprofit 

organization as deeply intertwined within the ecology of a broader system further  

brought to light the complexities involved when trying to discuss how and why an 
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organization is able to sustain itself within a specific time, culture, and geography.   With 

this complexity in mind, it is disheartening to read the results of the latest National 

Endowment for the Arts (NEA) Participation in the Arts Survey (Iyenger, et al) that 

became public on December 9, 2009, in which it cautions that arts organizations operate 

in an environment of limited resources and saturated markets with steadily dwindling 

audiences for live performance.   

A plethora of quantitative and qualitative studies by differing governmental 

groups and private research organizations have further surveyed the impact of the current 

economic climate on the arts.  Each tends to offer differing insights and forecasts for the 

future. However, a number of studies were conducted in response to the desire to discern  

ways in which artists may implement positive strategies to sustain their work in the 

current economy. These studies have been conducted by individuals and organizations 

such as Americans for the Arts, Helicon, the Doris Duke Foundation, Lila Wallace 

Foundation, Grantmakers in the Arts, and Dance USA (Kaiser, 2008; Sawyer, 2006; 

Lowell, 2006; Markusen, 2006; Munger, 2003; McCarthy, 2001; Donahue, 2000; 

Benedict, 1991; Hodsoll, 1984; Baumol, 1966).  

One compelling research journey was initiated by the Doris Duke Foundation 

(DDF) in which Holly Sidford, a research consultant for Dance USA and the NEA, was 

commissioned to research sixty leading arts organizations and highlight common working 

patterns of successful organizations thriving in a recessed economic climate. Sidford’s 

study, Bright Spots and Hard Bargains (2011), offers “a general backdrop against which 

to look for exceptional organizations and performance” (p. 2). While Sidford’s 
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participant pool was extensive, she chose not to identify specific organizing strategies of 

the participants in her research, stating “We heard many cautions against looking for one 

route to ‘brightness’, especially in times as turbulent as these, so we hesitate to make any 

definitive assertions” (Sidford 2011, p. 7). Sidford also chose not to connect to parallel 

themes highlighted in the fields of business and organizational development (Bennis, 

1997; Capra, 1996; Collins, 1994, 2001, 2005; Covey, 2004, 2006; Csikszentmihalyi, 

2003; Drucker, 1985, 1989, 1995, 1996; Senge, 1990, 1999, 2006; Stacy, 2000; 

Wheately, 2006, 2007).  

Sidford’s study was important in bringing general issues of sustainability to the 

forefront of discourses surrounding the development of a “successful” organization; 

however, she purposely chose not to pinpoint ideas and practices of specific individuals 

and nonprofit organizations. The research for this dissertation takes another turn. While 

numerous arts studies outline the generally current challenges and possible solutions for 

sustaining arts organizations into the next decade, this dissertation animates the research 

data through the language and ideas expressed within the differing interviews of 

noteworthy artistic directors of specific dance companies identified by the researcher. 

The data emerging from the case studies for this dissertation research are then seen in 

relationship to, as connecting to, or disconnecting from the extant research exploring 

sustainability ideas within the fields of business and arts administration domains.  

The purpose of this dissertation research, therefore, is to situate the research on 

sustainability in performing arts organizations in relation to the broader scope of business 

organizations and to further connect these ideas to the deep wisdom shared by individual 
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artists who are recognized as having built sustainable dance companies, ones surviving as 

viable entities for at least twenty years.  Since it is rare to find reports that provide in-

depth qualitative analysis of individual artistic directors’ lived experience discussed 

within a network of historical and cultural specificities, the research collected and 

theorized for this dissertation will hopefully contribute to the current dance community 

by offering a variety of viewpoints on sustainable practices for dance organizations in the 

21st century.       

 With the above goal in mind, the researcher for this dissertation study chose to 

explore how selected dance company directors survived over a period of at least twenty 

years.  The researcher also chose these artists based on how these arts directors are 

critically noted as making fresh and exciting contributions to the field of dance into the 

21st century. Further, this research offers future significant contributions not only to the 

field of dance, but also to the field of organizational development, as the research 

findings highlight various models of sustainability that reveal useful strategies for 

contemporary organizations preparing for a healthy future in the 21st century.   The 

following research questions guided the research with the above purposes in mind: 

Research Questions 

• What are the resources available positing differing ideas about sustainability 

within diverse organizational structures and how will these help to form a 

framework for how I explore sustainability for dance organizations within the 

dissertation research process?    
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• How do the dance company directors interviewed relate their ideas to the current 

organizational theories discovered in my literature review?  How do the methods 

used by administrators of dance organizations relate to specific entrepreneurial 

theories espoused by broader economic and business theories?   

• How do the ideas emerging from the interviews with dance company directors in 

the Washington, D.C. region possibly connect to ideas of sustainability discussed 

by dance company directors with whom I have contact living and working within 

other regions?  

• What was the motivating factor to initiate a dance company and what is the 

internal culture of each organization?   

• How have historical, cultural, and political shifts that have taken place during the 

lifespan of the dance company affected the work of the artist and that of the 

organization? 

• How do artistic directors of dance organizations relate their aesthetic needs and 

practices to the operational requirements for sustainability?    

• How might my presentation of emergent themes and patterns of sustainability 

help other artists and arts administrators to sustain their work?  

My research journey will not conclude with the completion of this dissertation, as 

it is an ongoing process of observing, analyzing, querying, planning, experimenting, and 

reflecting over and over again over time what methods artists and arts organizations 

employ to remain sustainable.  The time spent in researching and writing this dissertation 

offers me support and comfort knowing that the dilemmas I encounter as a director of a 
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dance company are common in our field. Some struggles exist because of a particular 

moment in history or a geographical location, while other challenges seem to resurface 

across different eras. I was able to utilize the research findings immediately, and 

acknowledged and addressed pejorative patterns highlighted by the participants within 

my own organization.  My hope is that this research data may offer insights for artists 

who struggle with similar questions of professional advancement for themselves and their 

organizations and who, like me, want to learn from those who have sustained companies 

in a manner that also sustained their artistic lives as individuals.  
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CHAPTER II: 
 

  RESEARCH METHODS AND DESIGN 
 

Research Background: Participating in Organizational Models Prior to this Study  

 My interest in and collection of information on concepts of organizational 

stability began over twenty years ago when I started to dance in two professional 

companies, Bella Lewitzky’s company (1994–1997) and the Liz Lerman Dance 

Exchange (1997–2000).  In addition to learning the dance techniques and choreographic 

processes employed in these companies, I studied how the founders/directors managed, 

organized, and engaged stakeholders in their artistic quest.  In the process, I discovered 

that Lewitzky and Lerman had extremely different leadership styles.  Lewitzky’s 

company was centrally managed and hierarchical with clearly separated roles for the 

business manager and the artistic director.  The company folded when the founder retired 

in 1997.   

Lerman’s company, however, continues to survive even though she has retired 

from her role as Director of the Dance Exchange.  While employed as a Company 

Member and Rehearsal Director at the Liz Lerman Dance Exchange, I perceived the 

organization to be a complex system, a hybrid of centralized and decentralized 

organizational structures.  Although both Lewitzky’s and Lerman’s organizations are 

structured around the philosophies of the founding directors, each offers different 

leadership models.  Therefore, I saw firsthand how different leadership models affected 

other aspects of the organization.  
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Additional practical information about organizational models was gained by my 

participation in county and state arts council strategic planning and grant-awarding 

committees.  From 2003 to 2007, I served on the executive committee of Alternate 

ROOTS, an artist-service network based in the southeast US.  Alternate ROOTS has a 

history of working with both centralized and decentralized organizational platforms.  

Further, forming and directing my own dance company, ClancyWorks, taught me that 

fostering clear communication and positive working relationships with administrative 

employees, artists, presenters, and funders, while also focusing on creating strong art, 

was only part of the challenge.   

From these past experiences, I realized it was necessary to focus on organizational 

development to create a viable, thriving dance entity; therefore, in 2006, I enrolled in 

graduate classes to supplement my practical knowledge with a strong theoretical base.  

My studies in TWU’s Ph.D. program and in graduate level Arts Management and M.B.A. 

classes at George Mason University (completed entrepreneurship and business plan 

classes, audited classes in Accounting, Arts Policy, Research Methods, and Leadership) 

enabled me to think about necessary management and leadership tools.  Additional 

practical information on organizational development came from my on-site research into 

leadership practices in two local organizations where I was an Artist-in-Residence, Dance 

Place and a philanthropic entity, The Jim and Carol Trawick Foundation.   

 I feel it is important to outline my previous experiences with organizations as they 

affect the questions I ask within my dissertation research, the participants selected, and 

my analysis of the data.  These questions then became the basis for the focus of the 
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interviews and case studies I undertook during the time period covered by my approved 

Institutional Review Board for conducting ethical research.  As acknowledged by Patrick 

Dilley (2004), “the interviewing process reaches beyond methodology and is 

philosophical . . . . Alongside this [philosophical] standpoint is an epistemological 

position, for interviewers cannot divorce our ways of knowing from our ways of trying to 

know, our literal questioning” (p. 131).  Although my research is deeply related to my 

own personal interests and professional goals, there has always been the hope that this 

dissertation’s findings will make a significant contribution to the field of dance and to the 

larger fields of leadership and organizational development.  The interest in examining 

sustainable models that have existed over the past 20 to 40 years is to better understand 

what has “worked” in the past as a portal into what may continue to work.  However, I 

am not assuming that practices that worked in the 20th century will necessarily be the 

exact practices that will work in the 21st century.  The focus of this study is to look at 

foundational ideas that might be shaped differently in order to build upon existing 

knowledge from different experiences of seasoned dance company directors and 

individuals founding dance making and presenting organizations.  

Extant Literature Review Development 

 To gain a broad grasp of the subject and acquire insights from the comparison of 

many different approaches, I researched business and arts management, leadership, 

public policy for the arts and humanities and its effect on individual arts organizations, 

and dance history with a focus on various models of dance creating, presenting, and 

organizing.  I developed an initial list of resources by consulting George Mason 
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University course syllabi in arts administration.  In addition, I culled literary resources 

from the business sections in The New York Times and The Washington Post.  I found 

numerous research articles posted on websites of educational programs in leadership and 

organizational development (particularly from New York University Wagner’s 

Leadership Program and Massachusetts Institute of Technology). In addition, I extended 

my knowledge on this subject by researching sources listed from online syllabi for 

business and management programs (specifically from The Aspen Institute Center for 

Business Education).  I also reviewed numerous websites and e-newsletters from 

organizations that are focused on research in the areas of leadership, sustainability, and 

organizational development (e.g., www.alternateroots.org, www.marylandnonprofits.org, 

www.jimcollins.com, Leader to Leader Institute: www.pfdf.org). Numerous database 

searches using Academic Search Complete (ASC), Business Source Complete (BSC), 

Dissertation Abstracts Online & ProQuest Digital Dissertations (DAO&PDD), and 

JSTOR helped me further to locate relevant scholarly articles.   

          Recommendations by key individuals in professional organizations and 

professional development sessions generated additional resource material. When given 

recommendations for books, I would read book reviews from scholars found from the 

above listed database engines and would take note of the number of times recommended 

authors were mentioned in the text of other scholarly articles in order to ensure that their 

theories and writings were considered important to a number of scholars and researchers. 

This research, outlined more specifically in Chapter III, informed the theoretical 

frameworks for this study. 
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Mode of Inquiry and Research Design  

 In Fall 2006, I enrolled in Qualitative Research Methodology, a course taken at 

TWU with a focus on qualitative research designs. In order to learn more about 

quantitative research methods, to support my TWU coursework, and to ensure that the 

research design and findings of this study would indeed be cross disciplinary and 

validated within the fields of business and arts management, I participated in a Research 

Methods course in the Arts Administration Masters Program at George Mason University 

in Spring 2012.  Prior to the onset of of this dissertation project, I understood that 

research design is paramount to creating quality research (Eisner, 1998; Hanstein & 

Fraleigh, 1999; Quinn Patton, 2003; Stake, 1995, Yin, 2003; Charmaz, 2006).   

 As stated by Penelope Hanstein (1999), “a mode of inquiry is a research paradigm 

that reflects a way of seeing and making sense of the world, and this point of view, in 

turn, influences how we ask questions and how we proceed with discovering the 

answers” (p. 42).   What Hanstein (1999) labels as a “mode” of inquiry, Creswell (1998) 

titles a “tradition” (p. 64).  Although the various “modes” or “traditions” of qualitative 

research share many characteristics, they may also be distinguished by their disciplinary 

origins, their focus, their points of entry into the research process, their methods of data 

collection and analysis, and their narrative forms.  

Robert Yin (2003) specifies that case study as a strategy “is most likely to be 

appropriate for ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions” (p. 22).  The central question that drives this 

research study is, “How do artistic directors sustain a dance company in the 21st 

century?” Therefore, I assertained that the most effective mode of inquiry would be 
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qualitative case studies. Primary data would be collected through in-depth interviews 

with directors of specific dance companies identified as sustaining their organizations 

over twenty years with additional information gleaned through participant observations 

and document analysis.   

 In choosing the case study tradition, I followed case study research design 

protocol prescribed by qualitative research scholars Creswell (1998), Stake (1995) and 

Yin (2003).  These tenets include: 

• researching the issues set out in the problem and purpose statements in order to 
pre-frame a theoretical stance,  

 
• gathering a great deal of information about a few “units of analysis,” i.e. persons, 

organizations, events,  
 

• seeking out multiple textual sources that may inform each of these “units” or 
“bounded systems,”  

 
• creating a narrative that presents an in-depth picture of the person(s), event(s), 

and/or phenomena and that connects my observations and analyis to the 
theoretical frameworks as they evolved through the course of the research.   

 
In order to navigate these components, I found that as a researcher I had to alternately 

condense the problem into smaller concepts and expand the possible directions of the 

research to accommodate new ideas and questions that continuously emerged from the 

data.  This exciting process allowed me to review the data from different perspectives and 

to engage in a dialectical relationship with emerging themes that would seem to 

crystallize, but then would create a new line of questioning when viewed from a different 

perspective or framework. Creswell (1998)  calls this a “zigzag” process which should be 

done continuously until saturation of the data is reached (p. 57).  
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 Beyond the interviewing process, I also analyzed the fudiciary model of my first 

case, Dance Place.  I referenced their annual report to address the economics of their 

different programs in order to clarify the ways in which their educational programs 

support their artistic presentations.  However, Dance Place was the only participant who 

was interested in offering economic data to add perspective to the analysis of their case.  

In addition to the above data collection procedures, I also referenced extant literature 

about the companies researched, and archival records supporting ideas shared in the 

interviews.  Further, I spent time observing the participants during their daily functions 

and relied upon personal recollections, both my own and those of the research 

participants interviewed.  

 As noted in the opening of this chapter, I have a professional history with many of 

the participants, and our working relationships were cultivated prior to the onset of this 

research project.  As Stake (1995) writes: 

There is no particular moment when data gathering begins.  It begins before there 
is commitment to do the study:  backgrounding, acquaintance with other cases, 
first impressions.  A considerable proportion of all data is impressionistic, picked 
up informally as the researcher first becomes acquainted with the case.  Many of 
these early impressions will later be refined or replaced, but the pool of data 
includes the earliest of observations. (p. 49) 
 

In situations where I found my role fluidly shift from that of an outside observer to an 

insider participant, I highlighted that the data culled was influenced by my personal 

perceptions, observations, and memories.  By bringing my own insights into the 

discourse presented throughout the dissertation, I hoped to connect my experiences in the 

past as a dancer within the company studied and my experiences as a company director to 
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the ideas presented by the research participants.  These connections allowed me to ask 

questions about the ideas presented through my lived experience of the stories they were 

narrating.  In many ways, I became a data source connecting the case studies within my 

mode of inquiry.   

Admittedly, my choice of sites was driven by my interests and experiences with 

the companies and people discussed.  My interest was to focus mainly on one region,  the 

Washington, D.C. area, so that I could see how different organizations worked within a 

similar geographical region. However, to better understand if the phenomena that 

emerged was regionally bound, I also interviewed dance company directors outside of the 

Washington, D.C. region who fit the temporal and qualitative participant selection criteria 

(directing a company for at least 20 years and who are critically noted as contributing to 

the field of dance on a regional and/or national level).  These outside interviews gave me 

insights into what ideas moved behind geographical needs and which did not. 

Participant Pool: Selection Criteria to Determine Each Case  

This dissertation study highlights seven artists who have sustained a dance 

company for at least two decades and who have achieved high visibility and respect as 

directors on a regional and/or national level.  Although the study was originally to be 

limited to the Washington, D.C. area, additional artists outside of the region were 

consulted to provide further insights into various sustainable planning modalities and to 

help clarify any distinguishable traits specific to the Washington, D.C. area artists.  

Selected D.C. area artists include:  Liz Lerman, director of the Dance Exchange 

(national touring company with an interest in engaging individuals of all ages and varied 
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cultural backgrounds in their performance work); Carla Perlo and Deborah Riley, 

directors of Dance Place (a presenting organization that houses the dance companies of 

the two artistic directors); and Maida Withers, dance professional within George 

Washington University’s dance program and director of the Dance Construction 

Company. Although these three female dance leaders developed their work in the 

Washington, D.C. area under similar historical, cultural, and geographical conditions, 

they developed their organizations in diverse ways producing distinguishable production 

results.   

Artists outside of the Washington, D.C. region who contributed to this study are 

Tere O’Connor (Illinois and New York) and William (Bill) Evans (currently in upstate 

New York but with a previous history of working in Seattle, Salt Lake City, Albuquerque 

and Indiana).  These participants fit the selection criteria (sustaining an arts organization 

for over two decades and commanding notoriety on a national level or within their 

geographical regions), and were chosen because they had a rich history of working in 

various large cities that span the US.  Evans and O’Connor have also engaged in various 

partnerships with different universities over the course of their careers. In addition to data 

culled from live interviews within and outside the Washington, D.C. area, I also included 

the voice of other artists who fit the selection criteria but to whom I did not have access 

via first-hand interviews.   

Tere O’Connor was a lead facilitator for a MELT1 Movement Research workshop 

in New York City that I participated in during the summer of 2011.  When I found out 

that he would be conducting a residency in my region during the fall of 2011, I invited 
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him to be part of this study.  Other than observing him in a class discussion that focused 

on his choreographic research methods, I only had contact with O’Connor during our 

two-hour interview. His history of working as a university adjunct professor, guest artist, 

and full time professor while simultaneously directing his dance company in New York 

City offers perspectives that are included via further extant literature within Chapter VI, 

University Professors and Artistic Directors.  

 William (Bill) Evans is one of my mentors. I earned an M.A. in Dance under his 

tutelage in the early 1990s.  During that time I was a guest artist in a few of his dance 

projects, but I was not necessarily privy to the depth of understanding of the 

administrative aspects of his company.  Once he agreed to be a participant in this study, 

my understanding of his organizational strategies for his company deepened.  My earlier 

connection to him allowed for easy access and his interest in participating in the study.  

From the onset of this research process, Evans’s and my collaborative work has 

deepened. Over the past three years, he has been a continual guest choreographer for my 

dance company, and we have reciprocally performed in each other’s festivals and dance 

concerts.  Although it was not an intentional outcome, this research process has 

benefitted us both as individuals and as artists, allowing us to mutually learn from one 

another as we shared conversations that helped to shape the design of this research 

process.   

Although there is a causal relationship between the aesthetics and artistic work 

produced by artists and their organizational structures, this dissertation highlights 

aesthetics and artistic content only when such a focus helps to reveal the ontological 
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rationale for the internal organizational structures employed. In order to better understand 

the ways in which leadership and administrative practices in dance organizations are 

similar to or different from leadership and administrative practices in other fields, data 

from other fields are included. The research findings are presented in a descriptive 

manner that does not compare and contrast the organizational structures against one 

another, but rather creates a portfolio that depicts and analyzes which sustainable 

strategies work for each artist within his or her lived historical and cultural contexts.  

Research Methodology and Procedures 

 My Institutional Review Board (IRB) application was approved to include 

videotaped interviews of no longer than two hours each.  The data obtained through the 

interview process and supporting literature review was analyzed through a qualitative 

coding process to determine not only patterns and trends of sustainability, but also to 

locate any interesting disconnections emerging from the collected data. The findings from 

the interview data are presented as a series of case studies. The following sections reveal 

the step-by-step research methods utilized during this process.  

Participant Recruitment Process 

 Following IRB procedures, identified possible participants received an email or 

telephone call describing the study and asking if they would like to participate in this  
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research project.  If they were interested in participating, I emailed them a written consent 

form disclosing the purpose of the study, their role in the research, and the procedure  

prescribed to schedule their participation. The consent form included: 

• estimated time commitments for participation, taking into account the interview 
itself and the amount of time it would take for them to confirm any data provided 
by them;  

 
• a statement that their involvement in this research process in completely voluntary 

and that they have the power to stop the interview or reschedule at any time; 
 
• an agreement that they will receive drafts of writing that include any comments or 

data reflecting their contributions to the research study and that they have the 
power to forbid me to include any of  the information provided by them; and 

 
• an understanding that the participant has the right to withdraw from this study at 

any point. 
 

The participants read the consent form prior to our scheduled interview and signed the form 

at the time the interview took place.  

Interviews:  Collection and Storage of Data 

 The interview protocol was devised from research questions based on theoretical 

frameworks drawn from existing literature in arts administration, organizational 

development and leadership, as well as from personal questions emerging from my 

experience directing a dance company. Questions were grouped into five major sections: 

organizational history, leadership and organizational governing principles, sustainability 

and how each artist defines this term, environmental/geographical concerns, and an open 

space where participants could volunteer thoughts on ideas not addressed.  In addition, 

new questions arose based on the fluidity of the dialogue. Prior to entering the interview 

process, I conducted research to learn more about interviewing techniques.  
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Creswell (1998) created guidelines for how interviewers might design an 

interview, including the need to  

. . . listen rather than talk during the interview . . . match the “level” of the 
questions to the ability of the informants. . .  mov[e] from ice-breakers to 
questions …us[e] an appropriate level of questioning at the beginning of the 
interview . . . address when interviewees stray from the interview questions. 
(p.131)   
 

Other researchers who concur with Creswell’s list include Fontana and Frey (2005), 

Robert Stake (1995), Robert Yin (2003), and Kvale (2005).  Yin (2003) additionally 

states that the “ ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions do not point to what you should study . . . . 

Only if you are forced to state some propositions will you move in the right direction” 

(p.22).  For case study methodology, Yin (2003) defines propositions as “the condition – 

which exists in experiments, surveys, and the other research strategies alike – in which a 

topic is the subject of ‘exploration’ ” (p. 22).  Furthermore, Yin (2003) asserts that the 

process of forming and framing the propositions will help to elicit biases.  I found this to 

be true as many of my biases were revealed to me during the interview process.  Some 

were personal biases and others were ideas that I had started to take for granted because 

the theory was put forth in much of the organizational literature I had read in my arts 

management courses.  I entered each interview with the same guiding questions for each 

participant, yet I found that each interview took on a life of its own as participants often 

strayed away from some of the questions before routing back to the original question. I 

highlighted these moments to myself, querying whether the interviewee’s detour was due 
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to an inherent bias in the question’s format or due to discomfort or disinterest in the topic 

at hand.  

 It was interesting to note that each participant seemed to want to focus more on 

his or her artwork and dance projects rather than staying committed to questions about 

economic models and organizational cultures.  Nonetheless, during the process, I did not 

stop the participants from talking about their work, but I brought the conversations back 

to my original interview questions when there seemed to be an appropriate segue.  I made 

a note of this, and, throughout the dissertation writing process, I continued to ask 

questions: why do the interviewees continue to stray from answering direct questions 

about management and economic models they utilize?  Does it have to do with the design 

of the original interview question?  Is it because the interviewee is uncomfortable with 

offering information on the dissertation’s subject?  If the answer to latter question is yes, 

then why is this so?  Or, does the interviewee sense that it is impossible to discuss the 

organization of his or her company without also showing how these practices emerge 

from the needs of their artistic interests? 

 During Liz Lerman’s interview, I addressed this concern.  Lerman noted, “I 

believe there is an inextricable relationship between those two things, artistic output and 

organizational structure” (Lerman, personal communication, June 9, 2011).   

Because this pattern emerged continuously throughout the interviewing process, I strove 

to design more open-ended questions in order to “attempt to understand the complex 

behavior of members of society without imposing any a priori categorization that may 

limit the field of inquiry” (Fontana & Frey, in Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 706).  As 
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cautioned by Yin (2003), “The rigor will reside in the process of bracketing personal 

viewpoints on a subject” (p. 90).  Reflecting on the need of the artists to focus on their 

artistic models rather than their economic models revealed my assumption that there are a 

variety of ways to finance an artistic project.  I realized that I have a bias to see multiple 

economic models that are possible to support an artistic endeavor while some artists 

tether the creative process to a specific financial model.  

 I paid attention to possible power dynamics inherent in the interview process.  

Kvale and Brinkmann (2005) investigated the power dynamics involved in conducting 

interviews. They state: 

[There exists an] asymmetrical power relation of the interview. The 
interviewer…defines the interview situation. The interviewer initiates the 
interview, determines the interview topic, poses the questions and 
critically follows up on the answers, and also terminates the conversation. 
The research interview is not a dominance-free dialogue between equal 
partners; the interviewer’s research project and knowledge interest set the 
agenda and rule the conversation. (p. 164) 

  
I found that artist interviewees were more comfortable with answering management 

questions when I first allowed them to speak for a short while on their artistic 

achievements.  I then highlighted my interest to delimit and focus this research study on 

understanding the economic models that supported the creation and presentation of their 

art, rather than focusing the study on the aesthetics of their art.   

 I conducted a total of eight interviews at a time and place that was convenient to 

the participants, and each interview lasted about two hours.  Interviews were both 

audiotaped and videotaped not only to assure accuracy, but also to provide 

documentation of nonverbal information that I thought might add to better understanding 



 26 

the subject matter.  One participant initially asked to not be videotaped, but he then 

agreed to have a camera that would only take a picture of his profile in order to provide a 

back up for the audio.  Some participants dressed up for the filming while others were 

comfortable being videotaped in their everyday attire and setting.   

 Throughout the interview process, I continuously checked in with participants to 

make certain that they were comfortable with my questions.  For some, the conversations 

became emotional.  However, even when this happened, the participants requested to 

continue with the interviewing process.  During times of tears, I turned off the video 

camera.   

 Participants had the option to be named or to remain anonymous.  None of the 

participants wished to use a pseudonym.   In fact, each participant was extremely excited to 

tell his or her story and seemed flattered to be included in this study.  The interviews were 

transcribed verbatim.  At first, I was the sole transcriber, but soon realized that the 

amount of time necessary to complete the transcription process was beyond my capacity, 

and I hired two typists to assist in the process.  I asked each to sign a letter of 

confidentiality.  

 Identifiable data collected include initial recruitment letters and letters of consent 

to participate in the study, video recordings of interviews, written transcriptions and 

digital renditions of interviews, research notes taken by the researcher, and written drafts 

and final renditions of the dissertation. All videotapes and written documentation 

pertaining to an interview have been kept in a locked file cabinet accessible only by me 

located in my home office.  Participants were informed that upon request, they would be 
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furnished with copies of the interview footage and/or the transcripts.  To date, none of the 

participants have requested copies of their interviews. 

Methods of Data Analysis 
 

 After each interview finished, I wrote a series of memo notes, highlighting the themes 

that seemed to be consistent with previous interviews or with what was found in the extant 

literature.  I noted when participants offered thoughts that were unique to them, and I also 

highlighted common themes that were beginning to emerge.  After interviews were 

transcribed, I began an initial process of coding.  I rigorously read through each line of the 

interview and noted specific ideas in the margin of the printed interview, limiting the idea 

to one or two words.  Grbich (2007) states that this process of coding “permits data to be 

‘segregated, grouped, regrouped, and relinked in order to consolidate meaning and 

explanation’ ” (in Saldaña, 2009, p. 8).  I counted 96 codes that were generated from all of 

the interviews.  

 The next step was to categorize the codes.  I created one document in which I grouped 

the coded themes under a larger category, and I highlighted the essence of the quote and the 

page number from the interview in order to make citations in the dissertation easier to 

locate.  Each participant was given a different color font so that I was able to visually 

notice when ideas were particularly strong for one or two participants and to take note 

when the coded category seemed to be common among a number of the participants.  

Saldaña (2009) observed that this process of pattern coding “enables you to organize a 

group of similarly coded data into categories or ‘families’ because they share some 

characteristic – the beginning of a pattern” (p. 8).  I noted that new categories emerged as I 
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combined codes in different manners. At the conclusion of this process, I grouped similar 

codes together and was able to collapse the codes down to 47 categories.   

 This process was repeated several times until I was able to consolidate categories into 

concepts. Richards and Morse (2007) defined the term “concepts” as “more general, 

higher-level, and more abstract constructs” (in Saldaña, 2009, p. 11).   I experimented with 

combining the concepts in a variety of ways to allow themes to emerge.  DeSantis and 

Ugarriza (2006) defined “theme” as “an abstract entity that brings meaning and identity to a 

recurrent [patterned] experience and its variant manifestations.  As such, a theme captures 

and unifies the nature or basis of the experience into a meaningful whole” (in Saldaña, 

2009, p. 139).  Recurring themes that emerged from data analysis were then compared to 

current published research findings in the field of organizational development for both 

nonprofit and for-profit organizations.   

 I explored a variety of ways to organize the data themes and construct the writing plan 

for this dissertation.  Initially, I thought I would focus the data themes into the following 

chapters: Impact of the Individual as the Founder and Leader, Examination of the Internal 

Cultures of the Participants’ Organizations, Understanding the External Climate and its 

Effect on the Sustainability of the Organization, and then Economic Models Utilized to 

Support Each Organization. The idea was to then highlight how each artist addressed these 

topics within his or her own organization.  After meeting with my advisor in January 2013, 

we decided to offer independent chapters as case studies that focus on a particular style of 

sustaining an arts organization. 
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Ensuring Believability and Data Trustworthiness 

The process of interpreting data is subjective.  The researcher decides what 

aspects of the data to highlight and how to “tell” the story. Throughout this process I 

continued to ask questions suggested by Stake (1995):  

. . . “Do we have it right?” Not only “Are we generating a comprehensive and 
accurate description of Θ?” but “Are we developing the interpretations we want?” 
. . . . In our search for both accuracy and alternative explanations, we need 
discipline, we need protocols which do not depend on mere intuition and good 
intention to “get it right.” [author’s quotations around each question] (p. 107)  
  

Stake highlights triangulation as a technique in which researchers can help assure 

accuracy and rigor in their research, asserting that, “for data source triangulation, we 

look to see if the phenomenon or case remains the same at other times, in other spaces, or 

as persons interact differently” (p. 112).  To ensure believability, I conducted a thorough 

process of triangulation and interviewed eight participants who have sustained a dance 

organization in a variety of contexts.    

 In addition, I utilized another technique called member checking, which exists 

when the researcher checks back with the participant and asks the participant to read the 

interpretations and the final versions of the theorized storylines to confirm accuracy of 

the participant’s words (Creswell, 1998; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003).  As outlined in my IRB 

signed consent letters, participants were given final drafts of dissertation chapters to 

approve their quoted statements.  Moreover, participants were given the opportunity to 

amend or delete any contributed data they did not feel comfortable having disseminated to 

the public, or they did not feel accurately described their contribution.   
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  The member checking process differed slightly with each participant.  For Dance 

Place, I sat with Deborah Riley, and together we went through and edited any writing that 

referenced Dance Place and its employees. This process was duplicated with Maida 

Withers and William (Bill) Evans.  I sent Liz Lerman her chapter and she requested John 

Borstel, Humanities Director of the Dance Exchange, to review the written work for 

factual accuracy in regard to Dance Exchange history.  I addressed any questions or 

concerns that Borstel emailed to me.  I emailed Tere O’Connor, a Word document that 

had quoted statements cited in the dissertation.  I gave him a deadline to review the 

information, and as listed in the IRB letter of consent, if I had not heard back by the 

deadline, I assumed his information was correct and approved for use in this study.  To 

date, I have not heard back from Tere O’Connor.   

 None of the participants received financial remuneration.  However, the 

participants with whom I had contact with during the stages of final approval expressed 

appreciation for having their story included in the dissertation.  In addition, many of the 

participants noted that they gained insights into their work through their participation in 

this study.   

I feel it is important to note that, although I did not receive direct financial 

benefits from interacting with the participants of this study, the process deepened my 

relationship with almost all of the interviewees.  This research process not only advanced 

my knowledge and the effectiveness of my work in my own dance organization, but also 

enriched my personal connections to many of the participants.  An unanticipated outcome 

of these relationships have led to additional choreographic collaborations, as with 
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William (Bill) Evans, and the invitation to participate in additional choreographic 

projects, as with Dance Place.   

Overview of Chapters 
 

 My own experience with dance entities and literature on organizational 

development highlight several issues crucial to producing a sustainable organization: 

professionalism, hierarchical structures, leisure and reflection time, work place 

environment, professional development or learning opportunities in relation to work 

interests, consensus building and/or enhancing stakeholder investment in the 

organization, planning, clarity in communication and expectations, connecting with 

political leaders, repercussions of connecting the art work of the company to larger 

societal  issues, and aligning performances with educational interests.  The above listed 

areas of focus are central topics addressed in each of the ensuing chapters.   

 In Chapter III, I create a context for the term, “sustainability,” which helps the 

reader understand the study’s theoretical frameworks in relation to the term’s use in other 

disciplines.  This chapter highlights the work of diverse organizational development and 

management scholars who are commonly referenced by those doing research in the arts 

administration field.  The research conducted to define the term was the wellspring from 

which my theoretical framework for this dissertation study was born, and the raison 

d’être and logic grounding the design and protocol of my interview questions.  

Throughout this section, I not only focus on ways in which arts management researchers 

define the term, but also interweave the voices of the artistic director participants and the 

ways in which the participants understand or resisted the term, sustainability, within their 



 32 

artistic practices.  The main objective of Chapter III is to be a reference tool defining 

terms and organizational theories that a reader may want to refer back to when reading 

the specific participant case studies (Chapters IV, V, VI).  The ensuing case studies 

develop a narrative that builds upon the theoretical foundations outlined in Chapter III, 

yet extends the theory into practice by revealing the complex ways in which the 

individualized cases actualize or divert from the extant management theories surrounding 

the term “sustainability” within their daily organizational cultures.   

 Chapter IV is a case study with a focus on Dance Place, a dance theatre and 

educational center in Washington, D.C.  Data gathered for this chapter include interviews 

with co-directors Carla Perlo and Deborah Riley, and staff member Stephen Clapp. When 

my interview with Stephen Clapp was conducted, he was the Grants Manager for Dance 

Place. Since that time, he has taken a new position as the Director of the dance service 

organization for the greater Washington, D.C. area and contracts with Dance Place for 

small projects.  Data was also culled from observing the participants in their daily 

practices and meetings and by reviewing their economic information gleaned from annual 

reports that are accessible to the general public.  

 Chapter V highlights Liz Lerman as the founding director of the Dance Exchange.  

As noted within that chapter, I brought into the research my personal experiences and 

history as a company member and rehearsal director at the Liz Lerman Dance Exchange 

(LLDX) during my employment tenure from 1997-2000.  When I refer back to memories 

from when I danced with LLDX, I tried to be transparent and clearly note that these 

observations were my perceptions and that the passing of time may have an influence on 



 33 

the ways in which different events are represented by the participants interviewed.  When 

I first interviewed Liz Lerman for this research study in 2011, she was in the final stages 

of her role as the artistic director.  Since that time, she has retired from the organization 

and the company has been renamed The Dance Exchange.  

 Chapter VI is a multiple case study focusing on the artistic directors of dance 

companies who also earn a living as university professors.  Data include information 

culled from my interviews with William (Bill) Evans, Tere O’Connor, and Maida 

Withers, along with newspaper articles and blog posts from practicing artists in the field 

who utilize variations of this partnership model between artists and universities. Since I 

had greater access to William Evans and Maida Withers, I was able to conduct multiple 

conversations providing opportunities for them to re-craft their language as they better 

understood the context in which their words were quoted.  This act of re-shaping gave me 

further insights into what the research participants had strong feelings about and what 

they saw as important in terms of presenting their ideas.    

 Chapter VII offers concluding thoughts on ideas put forth within this dissertation, 

but is in no way a conclusion to my research interests on the subject of sustainability and 

dance organizations.  I highlight different strategies utilized in my own practice as a 

result of hearing the stories of others.  My hope is that this study will provide information 

that may also guide both successful and struggling dance artists to develop new 

management and organizational procedures and structures that will increase the long-term 

sustainability, and thus the artistic output, of those entities.  
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Notes 

                                                
1 MELT is not an acronym, but the name of a summer and winter intensive workshop that takes 

place at Movement Research in New York City.  It is named MELT because originally, it only took place 

during the summer time, in a non air-conditioned dance space, and the participants felt like they were 

literally melting in the heat and humidity.    
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CHAPTER III 

 CREATING A CONTEXT FOR THE TERM “SUSTAINABILITY” 

I began my research with the understanding that sustainability for an artistic 

organization means temporal and economic survival, but also survival with good health, 

work satisfaction, and emotional fulfillment for the participants. Sustainable also 

connotes the ability to survive on one’s own and for an organization that involves being 

able to replenish necessary resources through an economic plan that supports the work 

and mission of the organization. In the personal context of directing a nonprofit dance 

organization, I hoped that sustainability allowed for a balancing of the organization’s 

survival with the pursuit of artistic excellence and the time for the organization’s leaders 

to have a social life and healthy personal relationships.    

What Do We Mean by Sustainable? 

 Many authorities (Farrell & Hart, 1998; Bellagio 1996; Senge et al., 2008) that 

study sustainability in relation to business and organizations credit the coining of the term 

to the The Brundtland Report, 1987, of the United Nations’ World Commission on 

Environment and Development. In that report sustainability means “to meet the needs of 

the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs” (cited in Senge et al, 2006, p. 46). Other works refer to sustainable 

development as taking into account the quality of life, both present and future. Moffat 

(1996) explains, “sustainable development attempts to ensure that current and future 
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generations have a reasonable prospect of a worthwhile quality of life rather than mere 

existence;  to achieve this, actions must be based on ecologically sound foundations” (p. 

21).  Ehrenfeld and Schley offer a generative definition as it applies to business: 

“Sustainability in business means creating businesses as living systems in alignment with 

nature so all life can flourish for all time” (cited in Senge et al, 2006, p. 46).  

 The participants in my research, artistic leaders who have founded and directed 

dance organizations and seem to love their work and the professional and personal 

decisions that they have made, had difficulty in articulating their concept of 

sustainability.  When I asked the participants to define this term, there was hesitation or 

talking around the term.  Usually by the end of the interview, they would come back 

around to trying to find ways to define the term and to uncover the complex components 

associated with the term a “sustainable dance company.”   

 Liz Lerman, who has earned a reputation for asking questions to answer a 

question, began her process of defining sustainability by asking a series of questions.  “Is 

it satisfaction?  What makes a dance company work?  What is the impact on the artist? I 

am not sure I can define it in contemporary terms” (June 2011).  By the end of our 

conversation, Lerman approached the definitional challenge by shifting to a discussion of 

viability: “Ultimately what I think  is a viable model is a model in which the economic 

support structure and the parts relate to each other – there has to be an artistic purpose 

and reason” (June 2011).   Many of the participants spoke about the art-making process 

as an avenue to define the term, and to become more comfortable with conversing on the 

topic:  “Ah, so you are really asking, how is art created?” (Riley, June 2011). Moreover, 
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for some of the directors it was not just the creating of art, but the context in which it is 

created: “the ability to make work and to make work without content restrictions” 

(O’Connor, September 2011).    

 Deborah Riley spoke of a sustainable organization as “naturally stable” 

(September 2011). Tere O’Connor (September 2011) and Patton White (June 2011) add 

that sustainability usually means a high percentage of annual growth for the organization. 

However, they dually noted that this external pressure to grow constantly is actually 

working against their ability to be sustainable.  For them sustainable had more to do with 

balancing the amount of work with the time and resources to create and present a dance 

in a manner that is fulfilling.  

How Do We Create Sustainability? 

 While, as noted above, research participants often were reluctant to define the 

term sustainability, they offered many views on what was necessary to make a dance 

organization sustainable:  

1. the interest, desire, and curiosity of the leading artist;   
2. the drive, work ethic, and work habits of the artistic director; 
3. the leadership style of the director and its affect on the internal culture of the 

organization; 
4. the skill set and experiences of the organization’s employees; 
5. the compatibility of the work done by the organization and the artistic culture 

of any given time period or region; and 
6. the economic model used by the organization. 
 
In the following sections, I discuss what theorists and practitioners in a variety of 

fields have written about practices contributing to sustainability.  
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Mirroring Patterns in Ecological Systems  

 Much of the language in treatises that unite the concepts of organizational 

development, leadership, and sustainability derives from the fields of ecological biology, 

quantum physics and systems thinking.  Fritjof Capra, a physicist and a leading scholar, 

urges business leaders to think in an ecologically conscious manner and mirror the 

organizational patterns in ecosystems in order to achieve sustainable human 

development. In his book, Steering Businesses Towards Sustainable Practices, he 

highlights eight principles of ecology that are also terms found in much of organizational 

development and leadership literature:  interdependence,  ecological cycles, energy flow, 

partnership, flexibility, diversity, co-evolution,  sustainability.  Capra (1995) notes “the 

long-term survival of each species in an ecosystem depends on a limited resource base.  

Ecosystems organize themselves according to the principles summarized above so as to 

maximize sustainability” (p. 6). For example, Capra (1995) encourages business leaders 

to pay attention to “the cyclical nature of most ecological processes. The interactions 

among the members of an ecosystem involve the exchange of energy and resources in 

continual cycles” (p. 6).  A cyclical pattern is apparent in many aspects of running an 

organization: funding and budget cycles, political environment and election cycles, and 

economic hardship and abundance cycles. Leadership philosophies within an 

organization will also wax and wane, at times hierarchical and at other times 

decentralized, as leaders respond to internal and external factors.  In a successful 

organization the mode of leadership will adapt and adjust as appropriate for different 

situations.  
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 Additional researchers who use an ecological system as a metaphor for analyzing 

sustainable business practices note the following themes in both ecological and business 

contexts: 

1. cultivating a web of relationships based on trust and honest communication 
(Capra, 1996, 1995; Covey, 2006; Drucker, 1990; Wheatley, 2006, 2007) 

2. maintaining an awareness of the environment, including political and 
economic landscapes, sector history, and the interests and needs of the 
community (Capra, 1995; Collins, 2001; Drucker, 1990; Kaiser, 2008; 
Wheatley, 2006, 2007) 

3. providing learning opportunities and professional autonomy within the 
working environment (Senge, 1990; Lerman, 2011; Csikszentmihalyi, 2003) 

4. keeping in mind a short term and a long term plan for the arts entity, with a 
focus on replenishing  resources for the organization, for individuals within 
the organization, and for future generations (Capra, 1995, 1996; Kaiser, 
2008; Senge, 1990; Senge et al, 2006; Van Dyke 1992; Wheatley 2006, 2007) 

5. nourishing awareness of the need for the individual to contribute to a cause 
larger than oneself while working to engage  stakeholders (Capra, 1995, 
1996; Covey, 2006; Senge, 1990; Senge et al, 2006; Van Dyke 1992; 
Wheatley 2006, 2007) 

 
 In Built To Last, Jim Collins and Jerry Porras  (1994) assessed information 

gleaned from 18 case studies of organizations they considered truly exceptional and 

highlighted the traits they found in common.  Using Darwin’s Evolution Theory as a 

theoretical framework, they state “if well understood and consciously harnessed, 

evolutionary processes can be a powerful way to stimulate progress.  And that’s exactly 

what the visionary companies have done to a greater degree than the comparison 

companies in fifteen of the eighteen comparative cases” (p. 149).   

Cultivating Relationships and Interdependence   

Capra (1995) states that being “ecologically literate means understanding how 

ecosystems organize themselves so as to maximize sustainability…The first principle of 
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ecology is interdependence...which implies a shift of perception from objects to 

relationships. In business, this includes a shift from products to services” (p. 4).   

The ability to cultivate relationships internally within the organization and externally 

within the community and field domain is at the heart of any business, especially in the 

arts.  The greater the networking web, the greater the chance for an artist or organization 

to develop new and strengthen long-term relationships with audiences, presenters, 

funders, the media, and members of the community.  As resources become limited, 

cultivating a win/win philosophy of engagement and collaboration can help extend 

resources and encourage cooperation as opposed to competition.   

As defined by Stephen M.R.Covey (2006) “Independence is the paradigm of I  - I 

can do it; I am responsible; I am self-reliant…Interdependence is the paradigm of we – 

we can do it; we can cooperate; we can combine our talents and abilities and create 

something greater together” (p. 49). “Dependent people need others to get what they 

want.  Independent people get what they want through their own effort.  Interdependent 

people combine their own efforts with the efforts of others to achieve their greatest 

success” (Covey, S.M.R., 2006, p. 49).                                         

 Peter Drucker (1990) writes:  

The leaders who work most effectively, it seems to me, never say ‘I’…they 
understand their job to be to make the team function.  They accept the 
responsibility and don’t sidestep it, but ‘we’ gets the credit.  There is an 
identification (very often, quite unconscious) with the task and with the group.  
This is what creates trust, what enables you to get the task done. (pp. 18-19)  
 
Jim Collins (2001) also stresses the significance of a team approach.  He states 

that the most important first act of an organizational leader is to the gather the right 
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people. If an organization is created with a team of participants who are skilled, 

competent, knowledgeable, optimistic, and passionate, they will have the tools to 

navigate and shift course when the environment does not produce the conditions that they 

had anticipated.  Organizations need a plan, but as evinced in much of the organizational 

literature, more important than the plan are the people who understand what to do when 

the plan is not working (Collins, 2001; Drucker, 1990; Wheatley, 2006, 2007).  

Honest, Respectful, and Clear Communication  

 The power of honest, respectful lines of communication to build healthy working 

relationships and to help expedite work processes is a common theme in business 

literature. The ability for leaders to communicate clearly the mission and philosophy of 

an organization also helps stakeholders to understand how they may contribute.  Coupled 

with trust, clear lines of honest communication may assist in furthering the mission of an 

organization by exposing mental models.  When there is clarity around personal agendas 

and interests for being part of an organization, it enables everyone to better understand 

one another and appreciate diversity in thinking and action.   (Senge, 1990; Wheatley, 

2006, 2007). Peter Drucker (1990) argues that it is most important 

to build the organization around information and communication instead of 
hierarchy.  Everybody in the non-profit institution – all the way up and down – 
should be expected to take information responsibility.  Everyone needs to learn to 
ask two questions:  What information do I need to do my job – from whom, when, 
how?  And:  What information do I owe others so that they can do their job, in 
what form, and when? (1990, p. 115) 
 

 Cooperative, mutually respectful and resourceful communication practices can 

help to fuel and refuel the interest, passion, and commitment of organizational 
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participants, and in a systems thinking model, enable fueling and refueling of the 

organizational engine. Senge (1996) asserts that for honest communication to occur there 

exists a need to reveal what Senge called Mental Models,  

our internal pictures of the world, and to bring them to the surface and hold them 
rigorously to scrutiny.  It also includes the ability to . . . balance inquiry and 
advocacy, where people expose their own thinking effectively and make that 
thinking open to the influence of others. (pp. 8-9)   
 

By exposing employees’ mental models, a team is better able to understand what drives 

the interests and actions of each member, and to build trust. 

Trust  

 Trust is another recurring theme in much of the organizational development 

literature. Stephen S. R. Covey (1989) claims that trust is “the highest form of human 

motivation” (p. 178); He quotes Jim Burke, former Chairman and CEO of Johnson & 

Johnson on the importance of trust within all relationships: 

You can’t have success without trust. The word trust embodies almost everything 
you can strive for that will help you to succeed.  You tell me any human 
relationship that works without trust, whether it is a marriage or a friendship or a 
social interaction; in the long run, the same thing is true about business, especially 
businesses that deal with the public. (p. 6) 
 

Following in the footsteps of his father, Stephen M.R. Covey, wrote The Speed of Trust: 

The One Thing That Changes Everything (2006) in which various business mergers are 

analyzed.   S.M.R.Covey (2006) extends the thoughts of his father and sees low trust as 

consistent with “hidden agendas, politics, interpersonal conflict, interdepartmental  
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rivalries, win-lose thinking, defensive and protective communication” and concludes that 

“low trust slows everything-every decision, every communication, and every 

relationship” (p. xxv).   

 Csikszentmihalyi (2003) also believes that an organization will not survive unless 

members can trust their leader’s commitment to the firm’s vision and values and the 

leader can trust team members to be candid (pp. 114-115). Pursuing this concept, Senge 

(1999) adds:  

People say that trust is essential in business, because controlling people is very 
expensive.  So they seek trust first, and hope to build sensitivity to one another 
later.  This is backward.  Trust can only arise where people have deep, intense 
interest in each other.  They must be able to distinguish one another’s qualities, to 
know which aspects of one another are special and worth trusting. (pp. 155-156)   
 

Peter Drucker (1990) prescribes a way to build mutual trust within organizations:  

Require that everyone think through and put down in writing what the 
organization should hold him or herself accountable for by way of contribution 
and results.  Then, everybody has to make sure that this is understood from the 
bottom up, from the top down, and sideways (p. 116).  
 

An Environment Conducive to Learning  

People learn when they are in an anxiety-free environment, when they are given 

appropriate challenges, when they receive specific and timely feedback, and when they 

have time to process and reflect upon what they learned (Jensen, 1998).  

Csikszentmihalyi (2003) quotes Peter Senge: “Learning is highly associated with intrinsic 

motivation and interest, and many organizational theorists have made much of the 

importance of learning in sustaining innovation and excellence” (p. 227).  
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Peter Senge (1990) coined the term “learning organization.” He sets forth five 

disciplines necessary for an organization to be in a constant learning mode:  personal 

mastery through professional development and individual learning; an environment of 

trust in which people feel safe in acknowledging their mental models; a shared vision; 

team learning; and systems thinking (thinking holistically about the individuals in the 

organization, as well as the organization itself, and realizing that when small changes 

occur within the system, the entire system changes).  Senge (1996) asserts that 

commitment to team learning enables individuals to produce more than they could alone 

and makes productive dialogues that help to spark innovation and creativity, that “will 

not create the learning organization but rather a new wave of experimentation and 

advancement” (p. 11).  Learning organizations are sustainable because they are resilient, 

open to possibilities, and have the ability to adapt to changes in the environment. Inherent 

in Senge’s theories is the view that key players need to feel acknowledged, that their 

contributions matter, and that their ideas are valuable and welcomed. In such an 

environment employees begin to self motivate and to feel ownership of the organization, 

propelling the organization to advance as more efficient working methods are employed.  

 “Learning involves both a cognitive (understanding) component as well as an 

action (creation) component.  Organizations do not learn by simply gathering 

information, they must combine and recombine the information to move forward” 

(Trainor et al, 2008, p. 2). Closely tied to continuous learning are the skills of listening 

and absorbing feedback. In outlining the basic competencies of an effective leader, Peter 

Drucker (1990) writes, “As the first basic competence, I would put the willingness, 
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ability, and self-discipline to listen.  Listening is not a skill; it’s a discipline” (p. 20). 

Capra and Wheatley stress the ability to “listen” to the feedback that is coming from the 

environment, to be cognizant of changes in the environment, to understand when to take 

risks and when to opt for security.   Csikszentmihalyi adds the concept of empowerment 

for individuals in environments that are conducive to learning.  When people are listened 

to, trusted, and given responsibility, they feel empowered to do their best work. “Trust 

and shared responsibility cultivate creativity and innovation because in the process of 

experiencing mutuality, workers cease to see their work merely as means to some later 

reward (e.g. a paycheck, a degree)…the task suddenly takes on new meaning and 

significance” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2003, p. 226).   

Reflection, Contemplation, Evaluation 

 Several theorists are highly focused on the need to build in reflection and rest 

time. Wheatley stresses that reflection, meditation, and rest time promote efficiency. 

Contemplative and reflective actions  

sharpen our ability to see current reality, and act in accordance with our 
aspirations for self, family, community and world.  Midwife and Buddhist teacher 
Teri Nash says that actions that are not grounded in contemplation do [sic] 
violence; to the extent they are grounded in some form of reflective practice, they 
become more coherent. (Senge et al, 2006, p. 100) 
 

Stephen Covey (2006) cites author John Gardner, “Most ailing organizations have 

developed a functional blindness to their own defects. They are not suffering because 

they cannot resolve their problems, but because they cannot see their problems, Einstein 

put it this way: The significant problems we face cannot be solved at the same level of 
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thinking we were at when we created them” (p. 8).   Reflection time creates space for 

more self-awareness, thoughtful evaluation, and planning. 

Contributing to a Cause Larger than Oneself 

When people feel that their work makes a difference – being part of an 

organization that has a mission they understand and believe in – their labor becomes 

intrinsically motivated rather than geared to external rewards such as money.  When 

leaders encourage an environment in which employees are self-motivated and offered the 

space and trust to be creative and take risks, innovative thinking takes place.  Through 

this process employees become more invested in the development of the organization, 

and begin to feel ownership.  This is especially important for arts organizations that often 

do not have a lot of money to pay employees.  If the mission is strong and the work 

environment is supportive, employees will work for things other than just financial 

rewards and will have patience in the stages of a cycle where there is less funding 

available.  (Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Senge, 1990; Drucker, 1985; Wheatley, 2006, 2007; 

Covey, 2006).  

Stephen Covey’s article, Leading in the Knowledge Worker Age (2008) opines 

that the way to greatness in the next age is to tap into the whole person paradigm, which 

he defines by four areas of motivation: mind, body, heart and spirit.  He extends these 

four areas to actions inherent in human nature: to learn, to live, to love, and to leave a 

legacy.  He applies these terms to concepts utilized in organizational development:  

growth and development, survival, relationships, and meaning and contribution.  The  
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holistic incorporation of these ideas allows an individual to find his or her voice. Covey 

(2008) theorizes that organizational leaders who are able to create a space for participants 

to unite these four concepts into their worker-selves will grow sustainable organizations.  

Tapping into the higher reaches of human genius and motivation—what we could 
call voice—requires a new mind-set, a new skill-set, a new tool-set …a new habit. 
Leadership in the Knowledge Worker Age will be characterized by those who 
find their own voice and who, regardless of formal position, inspire others to find 
theirs. It is leadership where people communicate to others their worth and 
potential so clearly they will come to see it in themselves. (p. 12-13) 
 

Dancers, choreographers, and dance educators whose work involves finding their voice 

through their artistry, should be prime candidates for the leadership vanguard of the next 

wave of great organizations.  

Entrepreneurial Spirit: Taking Risks, Being Flexible, Optimistic and Realistic  

 In Good to Great (2001), Jim Collins theorizes that in addition to having strong 

leaders who rally teams of strong employees, great companies hold true to what he calls 

the “Hedgehog Concept: understanding what you are deeply passionate about, what you 

can be the best in the world at, and what drives your economic engine” (p. 118).  Drucker 

(1990), however, adds to this concept of focus a warning that although staying fast and 

true to a singular focus can help propel the growth of organization, it is always paramount 

to remain malleable:  

The lesson for the leaders of nonprofits is that one has to grow with success.  But 
one also has to make sure that one doesn’t become unable to adjust.  Sooner or 
later, growth slows down and the institution plateaus.  Then it has to be able to 
maintain its momentum, its flexibility, its vitality, and its vision. Otherwise, it 
becomes frozen. (Drucker, p. 10) 
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Peter Drucker (1985) claims that the entrepreneurial “organization must be made 

receptive to innovation and willing to perceive change as an opportunity rather than a 

threat” (p. 150).  Fear is a crippling factor. When organizations and leaders can shift their 

perceptions to see change and obstacles as opportunities, they have the chance to exploit 

mistakes and mishaps for pedagogical moments.  Capra (1995) embraces flexibility by 

referring back to natural ecology: “Ecological cycles have the tendency to maintain 

themselves in a flexible state, characterized by interdependent fluctuations of their 

variables” (p. 6). 

Marketing and Creating “Good” Art 

 As Michael Kaiser (2008) claims “Audience members and donors are attracted to 

exciting, important work; their interest is confirmed by attention generated by marketing 

efforts” ( p. xi).  He reinforces this by coupling strong art and marketing as the DNA for 

sustainability: “for this reason my mantra for running successful arts organizations is, 

Good art, well marketed” (Kaiser, 2008, p. 4).  Although strong performing and 

choreographic programs are central to the mission of each of the participants in this 

research study, examination of income/expense ratios for concert productions indicate 

that it is difficult to break even, let alone accrue a revenue surplus from performances.  

High caliber performing and choreographic initiatives help to sustain the public visibility 

of any artist and keep the dance company viable within the field’s domain as well as on 

the radar of local audience members and philanthropists.   In addition, a commitment to 

top rate performances continue to draw the interest of high quality talented artists to the 
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organization.  As stated by Drucker (1990), “What attracts people to an organization are 

high standards, because high standards create self respect and pride” (p. 21).   

 As the ensuing chapters of this dissertation unfold, we will see how the artistic 

directors interviewed used parallel strategies in their creative work and their 

organizational planning and, thus, have been able to sustain their companies over a period 

of decades.  The goal of this dissertation is to bridge the theoretical frameworks outlined 

in this chapter with the daily practices of the participants in each case study.  It is 

important to note that the participants designed their organizations based on their artistic 

interests and personal organizational knowledge and histories.  The theories culled from 

extant literary sources do not represent guidelines that the participants followed as they 

created their organizations, but are themes that I have found common in reviewing 

literature on sustainability, leadership, and organizational development. I used the 

frameworks as a lens to view into the worlds of each participant, in order to better 

understand how one might apply theories utilized in business to actual artistic practices. 

The next three chapters offer three different models of ways in which artists have 

developed sustainable practices for dance making and dance presenting over the past 

twenty to forty years.     
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CHAPTER IV 

CASE STUDY ONE: DANCE PLACE, WASHINGTON, D.C.  

Presenting dance does not make money; it costs money.  To sustain an 
organization that presents dance requires resilience . . . Jab. Recover. 
Jab. Recover. Jab. Recover. Jab. Recover. Jab. Recover. 

       Carla Perlo quoting Hyman Perlo  
 

Dance artists have used various structures and strategies to overcome their artistic, 

economic, organizational, and philosophical challenges. Over the past two decades, many 

choreographers and presenters have found that in order to sustain funding, it is necessary 

to work from an organizational platform.  This in turn has meant a shift from individual 

leadership and autonomy to a more group-oriented, consensus-building leadership style.  

In order to better understand how the leadership style and internal organizational 

structure interplay with external environmental factors to create a multi-tiered diversified 

dance organization, I conducted a series of interviews and observational studies at Dance 

Place in Washington, D.C.  The following discussion of Dance Place reflects not only the 

formal research protocol outlined in the Institutional Review Board documents but also 

the unique relationship I have with this dance organization. I have observed the 

organizational model put in place by the directors of Dance Place informally as a 

community colleague since I relocated to Washington, D.C. in 1997.  In August 2012, I 

was invited to be an Artist-in-Residence at Dance Place. This invitation allowed me to 

deepen my awareness of the organizational activities of Dance Place as well as afforded 
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me time to observe the internal culture on a more consistent basis.  My particular interest 

in Dance Place has been to observe how a founding director, who launches an 

organization with a specific and personal vision, is able to engage and maintain the 

commitment of others to participate in the sustainability of an organization over three 

decades.  I also wanted to study how artistic directors were able to balance their own 

artistic interests and needs with that of the surrounding community.  

In this study, Dance Place serves as a model of a diversified and multi-tiered 

ecology as described by Fritjof Capra in Chapter II, Creating A Context For The Term 

“Sustainability”.   Dance Place exemplifies the previously offered definition of 

sustainability in business to mean “creating businesses as living systems in alignment 

with nature so all life can flourish for all time” (cited in Senge et al, 2006, p. 46).  

Following Capra’s example, this chapter discusses Dance Place as an ecological 

organizational system that is supported by the greater Washington, D.C.  community.  

Dance Place is currently under the co-leadership of Founding Director Carla Perlo 

and Director Deborah Riley, two well-respected pillars of the DC dance community.  

Both leaders, in addition to their administrative duties as the directors of Dance Place, 

have been the artistic directors/founders of their own dance companies for a span of two 

decades. Therefore, I will also look at the directors’ dance companies, Carla & Company 

and Deborah Riley Dance Projects, in order to bring out possible similarities concerning 

business sustainability between co-directed and solo-directed organizations.  
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The Power of Storytelling 

Howard Gardner, an author researching the power of understanding multiple 

intelligences, delves deeply into analyzing creativity in relation to leadership.  Gardner 

(1995) writes in his text, Leading Minds: An Anatomy of Leadership, that, “the mastery 

of the linguistic symbol system is crucial for most direct leaders, since leadership is 

maintained largely through the creative use of stories” (p. 39). The following chapter 

reveals the relationship of storytelling and leadership, further highlighting how stories 

provide open spaces for new and diverse meanings to be developed by the stories’ 

audiences, as well as presenting a way for leaders to offer direction and guidance without 

being overly pedantic.  

A deep investigation of the two directors of Dance Place reveals ways in which 

Carla and Deborah both make use of storytelling, but in different formats.  Carla is 

masterful in using anecdotes to teach lessons while training her staff members.  While I 

conducted interviews and observations, Carla was aware that my research interests were 

to understand how the organizational planning and artistic programming lead to sustained 

development for Dance Place.  I noticed that she uses the power of a metaphorical story 

to draw me into understanding how the nurturing world of Dance Place connects to her 

sense of organizational planning. Her stories seem to be quite literal and in the moment, 

but they also allow for layers of further meaning for the members in the group to 

discover.  

On the other hand, rather than verbally telling a story, Deborah clearly 

communicates her interests and perspectives through her daily actions and practice.  In 
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this way, their co-directorship clearly illuminates one aspect of Howard Gardner’s (1995) 

theory on leadership and story telling.  Gardner clarifies that, “Leaders exercise their 

influence in two principal, though contrasting, ways: through the stories or messages that 

they communicate, and through the traits that they embody” (p. 37).  The following 

chapter will highlight these two leadership qualities by analyzing the words and actions 

of Carla in her role as Founding Director of Dance Place and of Deborah Riley in the 

context of her role as Co-Director of Dance Place as well as Artistic Director of Deborah 

Riley Dance Projects.  

Background of Dance Place 

On a side street with mixed industrial and residential uses sits a weathered 

warehouse that has been converted into a dance theater/studio space now known as 

Dance Place.  A barrel of well-groomed plants, a metallic garage door with a heavily 

weighted locked entrance, and a vibrantly painted mural of a determined dancer breaking 

through bricks in a wall give a hint of the balance of rigor and nurture connected to life 

inside of this stolid building. Dance Place, operating for the past 32 years as a presenting 

organization, also functions as a school and community resource for the citizens of the 

Greater Washington, D.C. area as well as a home for a few resident companies.  When a 

person enters Dance Place and commits to be there for a purposeful interaction, he or she 

will usually experience an immediate sense of welcome. Everyone is busy at work, but 

never too busy to be hospitable.  The atmosphere is fast paced, but not frenetic, with a 

clear hustling of the staff members to get things done, to use time wisely, and to break 

through the administrative wall similar to the painted dancer in the mural. 
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Dance Place’s predecessor was Dance Project, a dance studio founded by Jan Van 

Dyke in 1973 and located on 2424 18th Street in Adams Morgan, a neighborhood in the 

northwest region of Washington, D.C.  Carla reminisces about her experiences with 

Dance Project: 

I worked with [Jan] to develop that studio theater for five years, [from 
1975-1980].  Then she decided [she no longer wanted to stay in DC, and 
she moved Dance Project Inc. to New York.  I renegotiated the lease and 
moved Dance Place into the now vacant facility.] I was 28 years old and 
that was a big undertaking for me, a big risk . . . . There were about 25 
serious contemporary dancers in town at that time.  It was a very small 
group of people, and we were all very connected; there weren’t many 
companies.  If you were dancing in D.C., you were either in the Adams 
Morgan studio or at Liz Lerman’s Dance Exchange, which was then on 
Rhode Island Avenue and 14th Street. 
(http://dcist.com/2010/12/dcist_interview_dance_places_carla.php, p. 5-6) 

 
In 1980, when Jan Van Dyke moved Dance Project to New York, Carla moved 

her organization, DC Wheel Productions, Inc., into the location that had housed 

Dance Project and from that point on the organization took on the name Dance 

Place.  In order to secure a new lease on the space the rent doubled from what 

Dance Project had been paying.  A trend that is common in gentrification of 

neighborhoods, especially in arts districts, is that arts organizations are able to 

afford rent in less affluent neighborhoods and then, as a result of their arts 

activity, the neighborhood is often embellished and revitalized.  This creates an 

increase in real estate property values and the arts organizations that had 

originally contributed to the real estate boom are forced out of that location.  Such 

was the case with Dance Place.  When the building was sold in 1986, the new 
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owners quadrupled the rent.  Dance Place was unable to meet the fee increase and 

was faced with the choice of relocating or closing.   

Carla, realizing that she never wanted to be at the mercy of someone else’s 

power over her space and livelihood again, embarked upon a quest to purchase a 

building.   She found a warehouse located at 3225 8th Street, SE in the Brookland 

neighborhood of Washington, D.C. that did not have exposed pillars and was 

large enough to create a studio and a theater.  This building, currently the 

permanent home for Dance Place, is one of three buildings that the organization 

now occupies.  The other two rented properties are row houses directly across the 

street, one that is used for office space and the other that offers a home for the 

Dance Place Interns as well as temporary housing for the touring artists that are 

presented by Dance Place.  

Internal Culture 
 
Family as a Metaphor for an Organizational Model  

 The leadership style, activity structures, linguistic choices, and emotional 

attachment found at Dance Place reflect an organizational model based in the metaphoric 

feel of a caring family.  Dance Place provides training and mentoring at various levels of 

the organization. The Energizers after school program focuses on life skills and creative 

approaches to education for neighborhood children.  Carla Perlo describes it as a program 

that “creates a springboard for them [the children] to go into the next chapter in their 

lives” (personal communication, September 17, 2011).  The children enrolled in the 

program are called “The Energizers” since “they infuse Dance Place with energy and 



 56 

they keep going and going and going” (Perlo, personal communication, September 17, 

2011).  When a participant reaches high school years, he or she becomes a “Jr. Staffer.”  

The NEXTlevel initiative, introduced in September 2010, is an outreach program that 

brings young adults, aged 19-25, to Dance Place not to learn dance, but to learn general 

life and job skills. “NEXTlevel is a way of transforming young adults who have slipped 

through the cracks in order to help them transition into meaningful careers and provide 

support for the future of their families,” says Perlo (personal communication, September 

17, 2011). In addition, the Dance Place Internship Program provides housing and classes 

free of charge to approximately 20 college-age dancers in exchange for 20 hours per 

week of administrative work for a period of 3 – 12 months, depending on the needs of the 

organization and the skill set and interest of the intern.   

In describing the relationships of the different groups, Carla refers to how roles are 

created to align with a family structure.  She states:  “The Energizers are the young 

children of the family; the Jr. Staffers are like the big brothers and sisters; the Interns are 

the parents; and at this point I am the Grandma” (personal communication, September 17, 

2011).  The metaphor of the family is further referenced in much of the language used in 

marketing or branding the organization.  Stephen Clapp, Grants Manager, summarizes:  

Carla does not call us staff. She calls us the “Dance Place Family.”  And 
you can tell in how she treats people.  It’s not about going to work; well, 
of course, it is work, but it is also something else.  And, like a family, you 
get back out of it what you put into it.  And like a family, you don’t 
necessarily have to like the people with whom you are working, but you 
respect the people because you are aware that you are all working towards 
a shared vision, working together to make Dance Place thrive. (personal 
communication, September 26, 2011)   
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        When asked how each of the Dance Place co-directors would describe their 

co-leadership, both Carla Perlo and Deborah Riley referred to it as a marriage.  

“We have a strong bond both personally and professionally.  There is nothing that I 

would not do for her and nothing that she would not do for me.  And like a 

marriage, it does not necessarily get easier with time” (Perlo, personal 

communication, September 17, 2011). In referring to the Dance Place organization, 

Deborah Riley continued the family metaphor by saying that it “is Carla’s baby; 

this is her vision; this is something that she grew from a seed, and the whole 

organization has developed organically from that seed, from her vision” (personal 

communication, August 22, 2011). 

 Another parallel to a family structure is how a clear understanding of roles, 

expectations, and obligations within the organization is delineated.  Although 

Deborah Riley and Carla Perlo are both directors, the final word on organizational 

decisions is made by Carla after hearing input from a number of people in a variety 

of positions at Dance Place.  On the actual process of their co-leadership, Carla 

states: 

I always feel like I consult Deb on things – like I do with the rest of the 
staff . . . and then at the end of the day make the decision that I feel is best 
for the organization . . . What I think both Deb and I try to do is to make it 
so that both of us can have an opinion, and then, if necessary, that both of 
us can get out of the way. (personal communication, September 17, 2011) 
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When there is a difference of opinion, from Deborah’s perspective it gets settled, 
 

. . . by whoever has a stronger stance . . . if something is really important 
for one of us, it is clear in the approach and we are able, usually, to create 
the space for that person to lead. . . . Generally speaking, Carla’s more the 
leader and I’m the follower.  I completely support her vision. We talk 
about it as our organization, but it comes from her. (personal 
communication, August 22, 2011) 
 

      As an observer, it is interesting to see the two co-leaders in action.  It seems like their 

different leadership styles balance one another in a manner that also helps to produce 

sustainability for the organization.  From my observations, it also seems that Carla’s 

energy is a bit more extroverted. She responds quickly in conversation with her 

employees as well as to opportunities that reveal themselves in daily life.  In 

conversation, Deborah takes a little more time to respond to questions; she takes the time 

to choose her words very carefully and deliberates prior to taking action.  This 

combination of approaches creates a check and balance system within their co-

directorship.  Many times I have witnessed that they are both clear to state that they need 

to check with the other director prior to making any final decision.   

          Employee selection: Cleaning the bathroom as a litmus test. Unlike members of 

a family, participants in Dance Place choose and are chosen to be there.  What is it that 

would make someone want to become “part of the family” and how is it that the 

invitation is made? The Dance Place staff members interviewed each had unique and 

specific stories about how they were invited, or invited themselves, to be part of the 

organization.  Although the details of these stories were different, there were recurring 

themes.  One theme was respect for the leader and knowing that the leader was both 
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competent and knowledgeable. Another theme was the way the balance of flexibility and 

stability in daily scheduling and operations not only met their needs as artists with 

shifting schedules, but also as artists needing a steady paycheck.   

In this organization a flexible, part-time schedule is utilized for the majority of the 

employees.  There is also a clear delineation of roles, responsibilities, goals, and 

deadlines in order to create the structure that supports the flexibility.  This clear structure 

co-exists, however, with an egalitarian ethos.  Even though there is a hierarchy inherent 

in the leadership structure of Dance Place, all positions, no matter how seemingly small 

or large, are important.  The atmosphere of mutual respect that I continually witness 

when present at differing Dance Place events, leads me to believe that members of Dance 

Place are aware of how each member’s actions affect the total well-being and efficient 

management of the entire organization.  In summary, at Dance Place no job is ever too 

small for any person no matter what the rank. As noted in a few of the participant 

interviews, even Carla Perlo cleans the bathroom.  

Stephen Clapp, who was drawn to Dance Place in 2003 and continues to work 

with the organization, highlights another example of how this ecological system plays out 

in a Dance Place member’s life.  He states that he continues his tenure since he is able to 

have health insurance, dictate his own schedule, and still have time to be an artist.  In 

addition, he spoke of his desire to contribute to something larger than himself and to align 

with others in creating a dance community.  He also noted with approval the clear  
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expectations and the nonhierarchical sense that is part of the Dance Place culture when he 

describes the following scenario:  

The interns came in this year knowing what they were in for.  The first 
meeting was about how to clean the bathrooms. And not that that’s what 
the internship program is, but if you are willing to clean a bathroom, there 
is a certain amount of investment in that organization that you have.  I 
think everyone on staff has cleaned the bathrooms at one point or another. 
(personal communication, September 26, 2011) 
 
Deborah Riley continues to elaborate on the work ethic of dancers in general and 

how this rigorous ethic balanced with humility contributes to the wellbeing of the entire 

institution.  She describes how her trust in the dancers’ discipline enables her to give the 

time needed to develop the next generation of artists and administrators.  Riley asserts:   

Dance Place has a commitment to hiring dancers, and if the skill set is not 
there, but the interest is, we will train them.  We have just started to [hire 
non-dancers] in the past few years, and it is really challenging for non-
artists to fit into our culture.  There are a lot of assumptions that we make 
about how we work together as dancers . . . for the most part, dancers are 
self-reliant, self motivated. We answer our own phones, we take out the 
trash . . . we clean the bathrooms.     
(personal communication, August 22, 2011) 
 

Riley’s interest in training the next generation ensures that the organizational system in 

Dance Place will continue to offer dancers skills beyond studio training.  However, one 

skill often learned in the studio that is transferrable to the working environment of Dance 

Place is to offer help where it is needed, evinced by their litmus test of “cleaning the 

bathrooms.”  Deborah remarks on her drive to be indispensably helpful when she 

reminisces about how she first found work at Dance Place:   

I first came to DC with a collaborative partner for a guest artist residency 
at what was that time, Dance Project.  Over about a 5-year period we came 
back several times, and simultaneously things were dissolving for me in 
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NY . . . because I had this connection to Carla, I came to DC to explore 
this relationship.  I came down for 3 months and in the 3 months, I made 
myself indispensable . . . I was a helpful person and Dance Place needed 
help . . . and I was capable.  Nobody taught me how to be an 
administrator, it was a lot of self-teaching and finding one’s way, figuring 
out how to get help when I needed it, and offering help as it was needed. 
(Riley, personal communication, August 22, 2011) 
 

When speaking about her work as an administrator at Dance Place, Deborah further  

exudes a consistent sense of appreciation for the opportunity to find both stability and the 

ability to practice as an artist.  She states: 

I needed to earn a living and so earning a living translated to 
administrative work - for which I am very grateful.  You make a choice, to 
have a job during the day but then you have to choreograph and dance at 
night – you work at night, then that allows you to choreograph and dance 
during the day, so it’s a pragmatic approach. (personal communication, 
August 22, 2011)  

 
From the above conversations, it makes sense that cleaning the bathroom would 

be used as a litmus test for the type of employee that would be able to “fit in” to the 

pragmatic approach taken by Dance Place for realizing art.   Much of the extant 

organizational development literature highlights the elements of discipline and rigor 

balanced with an interest in continued learning as key skill traits that leaders often look 

for when hiring employees.  Later in this chapter, I will highlight specifics on how these 

characteristics are embodied in professional dancers in an analysis of one of the resident 

dance companies of Dance Place, Deborah Riley Dance Projects (see page 71).  This 

analysis will help to illuminate the complexities reflected in the current literature, 

particularly on the topics of:  respect, appreciation, trust, and a desire to contribute to a 
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cause larger than oneself in order to develop employees as stakeholders of an 

organization.      

Communication Styles   

It was noted frequently in the interviews that clear and respectful communication 

is paramount to creating an atmosphere that invites input from organizational 

participants.  When people feel they have a chance to speak and be heard, their 

engagement in the activities and mission of the organization increases.  Making sure that 

the clear communication runs in two directions and not just from the top down is part of 

what Carla Perlo refers to as “new school management.”  In the following discussion she 

describes how the process does not come easily:   

This is new school management, and sometimes, for someone like me who 
is fast paced, it drives me crazy waiting for everyone to get their turn to 
speak.  But it is very important.  And I unite that with old school 
management, which is that I need to know that everyone in the 
organization is behind me and at the same time next to me. I don’t want to 
be on top, but I do have to be in the lead . . . I listen to people when people 
ask for help. I try to clear the decks.  I lead by example. I do the work with 
them. (personal communication, September 17, 2011) 
 
The term “new school management” came up again when Carla described how 

she led a meeting on creating a new branding slogan for Dance Place. Carla’s work 

within the framework of “new school management” corresponds with the paradigm shift 

that is currently described by organizations in various disciplines.  They recognize the 

power and need to join forces in order to create “not great leaders alone, but great leaders 

who exist in a fertile relationship with a Great Group . . . . The leader finds greatness in 

the group and he or she helps the members to find it in themselves” (Bennis, p. 3). I was 
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impressed repeatedly during the branding slogan meeting with Carla’s ability to develop 

a stakeholder mentality in the organization participants at the 45-minute branding 

meeting.  During this concentrated time, she was able to create space for all 12 members 

of the staff to give ideas on how they saw and publicly identified the marketing brand of 

Dance Place.  Further, she was able to foster discussion and efficiently finish the meeting 

in the timeframe allotted while ensuring that everyone in the room had a sense of 

contributing to the meeting’s outcome.  

Of further special interest during my observations was Carla’s interaction with the 

members of Dance Place, particularly the interns.  During a meeting specifically with the 

interns, I noticed that she opens with a positive acknowledgement of who they are and 

what they bring to Dance Place, and then she continues with a few personal anecdotes 

highlighting particular pedagogical moments she has shared with the interns.  Carla 

always exhibits an honest sense of true appreciation for the work of the interns. Also, 

while discussing some of the interns’ challenges, she includes stories of her own 

challenges and how she continues to learn when working with these obstacles. She gives 

specific examples of instances in which she has relied upon the interns to help her 

through a tough or frustrating experience and then graciously and publicly acknowledges 

their contributions.  However, she does not completely sugar coat these experiences; she 

frames the educational moment for them as well.  To me she explains, “We work with 

principles of tough love, but without shame, when we are in the training process and 

learning about what needs to happen” (personal communication, September 17, 2011).  
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Further, in her interactions with her staff members, Carla does not do all of the 

talking.  Instead, she often asks prompting questions to each of the interns as a way to 

“help them to develop [themselves,] their voice and to be articulate about what it is that 

they are doing at Dance Place and why it is important” (personal communication, 

September 17, 2011). Carla’s finesse in clear communication is demonstrated repeatedly 

and consistently.  I noticed that she acknowledges people, conveys her respect for the 

value of her partners, uses short anecdotes, and emphasizes the lesson that she is 

conveying in a very straightforward manner.  

 Deborah Riley achieves similar outcomes of appreciation, respect, and clarity in 

her communication with employees; however, her Zen style of communication seems to 

be the polar opposite of Carla’s direct and extroverted energy.  Riley states: 

Carla and I as leaders are trying to figure out how we communicate the 
nuances of our dance culture to non-artists?  People may hear it, but they 
don’t know what it is going to be like until they experience it.  And then, it 
is like welcoming anyone from the outside into any culture – how do you 
talk to one another and how do you listen?  What are the expectations, the 
assumptions, what are the unspokens? What is said and what is heard? 
(personal communication, August 22, 2011) 
 

The differences in leadership styles between Deborah and Carla demonstrate that there is 

no one way to become an effective leader. Rather, these two directors are able to rely on 

their personal communicative strengths and connect these strengths with the Dance Place 

organizational values of respect and appreciative inquiry, a term used by progressive  

management practitioners to include voices of people working at all levels within the 

organization. 

 



 65 

Feeding Employees – Nourishing Their Interests 

The process of literally and metaphorically feeding the members of the Dance Place 

organizational family surfaced repeatedly during my interviews, and I noted that it is a 

common theme in many of the daily conversations among staff members and in practice 

of daily activities. As part of my research process, I spent a day following Carla and 

observing her work with the interns and her employees at a series of staff meetings.  I 

noticed that Carla often spoke about the importance of being fed as an artist and as an 

employee. However, food and feeding are also present at Dance Place in a number of 

different situations. For example, when I interviewed the interns, they remarked that the 

first item on their agenda for the Energizers in the CEC program is to feed the youth as 

soon as they arrive.  Further, prior to the start of an organizational staffing meeting, food 

and drinks were offered to everyone.  Much to my appreciation, at each interview I 

conducted with members of Dance Place I was also consistently asked if I would care for 

something to eat or drink.    

Most intriguing to this observer was to hear Carla spin the metaphor of food and of 

finding nourishment in a number of different ways as she questioned her own passion for 

the growth of Dance Place. She mused: “If I was a millionaire and had no financial 

worries, would I be as hungry as I am to commit to the services of this organization?”  

She continued: “Are dancers thin because we are actually hungry? I mean, really – are we 

thin because we are not getting fed, and what is it that would ultimately feed us?  If I 

were fat would I be so interested in moving?” (Perlo, personal communication, 

September 17, 2011).  It was clear to me in this exchange that Carla was playing with 
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words and the questions of action and complacency rather than attempting to make a 

value judgment on physical weight.   

Food is also creatively linked to the learning of important principles of respect at 

Dance Place, as is demonstrated by an exercise conducted with the Energizers, the after 

school youth at Dance Place.  In the following story, Carla creatively narrates the 

experiences of the interns when they seemed almost ready to quit after an exhausting 

apple picking journey with the Energizers.  In this story, one can see how masterful Carla 

is at using the power of storytelling to renew the work interest of her interns as she 

accomplishes a number of agendas within her narratives.  These agendas include 

renewing the work interest and engagement of the interns by appreciating their hard work 

with the Energizers, while simultaneously explaining to me how the intern program 

intersects with the Energizers.  Carla relates the following story:   

At the core of our value system at Dance Place is respect.  Respect is five 
pronged here:  respect for yourself, your peers, the Dance Place staff, the 
DP property, and the DP supplies.  Last week we went on an apple picking 
mission.  First we stated our goals: finding the apple trees that would have 
the best apples. Then we created a series of maps for different groups to 
follow and find the tree where we would all meet.  After going through the 
mapped course and arriving at the tree we were able to pick and eat our 
apples to the core, finding value in planning, exploring, doing, and reaping 
the benefits. (personal communication, September 17, 2011) 
 
In the process of telling me the above outlined apple-picking story, Carla set the 

stage for a discussion about values, food, passion, and dancers.  With this particular story, 

she also stressed key words that seemed consciously chosen to enforce her pedagogical 

plan supporting the educational growth of the interns and the Energizers.  The story also 

enables a double-voice discourse that portrays the important needs of the Dance Place 
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organization while simultaneously appreciating how the staff members depicted in the 

story chose to fulfill those organizational needs. These methods within her storytelling 

were further highlighted as Carla and the interns collectively told me the story, each 

offering individual perspectives and accounts of the event, but in a way that ultimately 

created an enhanced, unified, and powerful anecdote.  Their stories also portray a clear 

example of what is meant by appreciative inquiry, an organizational development term 

that alludes to the inclusive act of posing questions to everyone in an organization in 

order to get information from all areas and levels of the organization.  This type of 

inquiry ensures that all members of an organization feel they are being heard and that 

their thoughts and actions are significant, no matter the person’s place in the institutional 

hierarchy. The process further assumes an interest in focusing on the positive aspects of 

situations and highlight areas of strengths in employees in order to renew energy and 

build momentum with a sense of optimism.  

Carla’s performance in the above-mentioned apple picking storytelling episode 

demonstrated her management and relationship building skills. These strengths were  

further illustrated in the way she efficiently completed her intern meeting agenda (to 

debrief their last event of apple picking with the CEC Energizers), by expressing sincere 

employee appreciation, while at the same time ensuring that my research needs were 

being met. Her leadership practice influences the organizational life at Dance Place and 

exhibits an example of the ways in which organizational sustainability is closely linked to 

personal sustainability. Further, Carla’s practices of respectful communication and action 

ensure “personal work-life balance as well as a healthy and supportive working 
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environment [in order] to maximize productivity, satisfaction, and staff-retention and to 

minimize the possibility of burn-out among staff” 

(http://wagner.nyu.edu/leadership/news/events_files/Sustainability.pdf). 

Balancing Administrative and Artistic Responsibilities 

 As one might anticipate with individuals interested in working at Dance Place, the 

“personal work-life balance” not only applies to personal life outside of the workplace 

but also to the personal artistic life of the artists who work at Dance Place. The research 

participants felt this balancing act enables them to pursue choreographic choice, 

production, and artistic excellence.  Carla very clearly states that 

there are no guarantees in this field . . .  however, by owning my own dirt I 
have a little more security.  I can dance when I want, what I want and as 
long as I can pay my mortgage, no one can tell me that I can’t do 
it…Everyone assumes our programs are all a given.  They don’t 
understand that there are really no guarantees in this field. (personal 
communication, September 17, 2011) 
 
Perhaps it is Carla’s background as a dancer and choreographer that allows her to 

make the above statement with certainty about an uncertain future. She maintains a sense 

of ease while speaking of unknowns that could have immense impacts on the lives of a 

number of individuals.  Her sense of security in the midst of a highly unstable economy 

seems to have a magnetic attraction for many aspiring artists.  Because of this leadership 

quality, Carla attracts the interest of artists with her balance of generosity and disciplined 

rigor as well as the opportunity to create art with some sense of stability.   Although she 

makes it seem simple, she also asserts that the act of realizing and producing art is no 
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easy feat.  The complexities of putting these ideas into practice will be discussed in the 

next section. 

Carla & Company  

 Carla & Company began with the desire to create a company that could offer 

outreach activities and conduct residencies in schools and community centers in order to 

help develop an interest in and appetite for modern dance in a younger generation.   The 

company was multigenerational in its makeup, employing dance artists who ranged in 

age from their early 20s to individuals in their early 60s. Dancers received a small stipend 

for performances, free company class, and the guarantee of performing in an annual 

season concert at Dance Place as well as participating in numerous school assemblies 

throughout the year.  This extension of Carla’s work at Dance Place allowed her the 

artistic freedom to develop choreographic work and replenish her interests as a 

choreographer and performing artist for a period of almost two decades, from 1991 – 

2010.   On the ability to actualize dance performances and what it takes, Carla states:   

And the hard part is that you have a long, long time that you are investing 
in your own dreams before you can attract outside funding.  The dream 
comes first, the actualization of the project, and then you can attract 
outside funding.  But what does funding really allow for?  It allows you to 
pay people. It allows you to improve your facility. It does not pay you to 
create art.  It does not create the synergy that is necessary to make the 
place function.  What makes art is people’s energy, talent, and spirit.  You 
can’t buy that.  That is something that has to be there because people feel 
inspired.  As artists we get up, face it again, do the job, do the work, do the 
hard work. (personal communication, September 18, 2011) 

 
The hard work that Carla alludes to is defined by the various artists in this study 

in very different ways.  Until 2010, part of Carla’s hard work was balancing her 
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organizational work at Dance Place with her performing and direction of Carla & 

Company.  Carla performed actively with the company as her artistic outlet. When she 

retired from performing, she also retired from directing the company and passed the 

leadership torch of her dance company to emerging choreographers who have renamed 

the current company REVISION.   

 As the new iteration of Carla & Company, REVISION still holds community 

outreach and educational residency work in schools at the center of its mission; however, 

implied by the renaming is a paradigm shift that seems to be current trend with some 

contemporary dance companies. By naming the company with a more abstracted 

identification, the group does not reflect the name and the vision of only its artistic 

director, but seemingly alludes to a shared responsibility, both artistically and 

administratively, by the company members and the current artistic director, Shannon 

Quinn.  In keeping with the ebb and flow of ecological cycles, it is interesting to note the 

similarities of the ways in which REVISION’s work carries on Carla’s interest in 

balancing her artistic voice with outreach, but adds in the needs and interests of the 

current youth generation.  The current directors, like Carla and Deborah Riley, still face 

the challenge of balancing the artistically hard work of sustaining a dance company with 

administrative duties.   

Deborah Riley Dance Projects: Finding an Artistic Voice, Whetting an Appetite 

 Deborah Riley sought not only to balance administrative and artistic 

responsibilities and find the time and physical and mental energy required for both, but 

also to balance her role of being a recognized presenter in the field by promoting her own 
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work as an artistic director.  Deborah Riley highlighted this when I interviewed her about 

her role as Artistic Director of Deborah Riley Dance Projects, a resident dance company 

of Dance Place from 1992 – 2012.  Deborah relocated from New York City to D.C. in the 

late 1980s. Her transition at that time represented not only a change in physical 

environment but also a new way of working.  In New York, she collaborated with an 

artistic partner for about 9 years.  D.C., on the other hand, offered her the opportunity to 

work by herself and to discover her own personal artistic voice and vision.  Thus, 

Deborah Riley Dance Projects was born.  Deborah concludes: “Like many people it was 

simply a way to name my ongoing interest in choreography.  It wasn’t an indication that I 

had an interest in being a nonprofit or anything larger than my personal exploration with 

dancers” (Riley, personal communication, August 22, 2011).  Being an Artist-in-

Residence at Dance Place meant that she did not have to create a 501(c)3 organization, 

yet it guaranteed her rehearsal space, a class to teach and train dancers, and one 

guaranteed annual performance engagement.   In some ways her administrative position 

at Dance Place helped secure her artistic life, while in other ways it limited her.  When 

asked about her roles as both an artistic director and director, Deborah defined her work 

as,  

confined and naturally stable . . . . I am able to earn a living, I am able to 
stay in the field, and I am able to make some amount of work and so that 
works for me. When I came here I was at a point in my career where I had 
the great fortune to perform and tour and choreograph.  My life here was 
about finding ongoing stability and not doing project and project and 
project, but really finding stability -- another reason why pursuing just my 
artistic voice did not work for me. (personal communication, August 22, 
2011)   
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In her interview, Deborah also spoke about how she consciously kept Deborah 

Riley Dance Projects small.  The amount of time required of an administrator at Dance 

Place did not create a lot of time for Deborah to focus on fund-raising and marketing for 

her dance company.  However, it is not only the limit of time that created challenges in 

growing her dance company, but also the ethical character trait that Deborah embodies.  

She talked about how she understood the power and responsibility associated with being 

a presenter and never took advantage of her dual position: 

 
I was scrupulous about never trying to promote myself in any way while I 
was marketing director because I felt like I was in a certain position of 
privilege as I had access to lots of press and media contacts.  I certainly 
could have, but I felt it would be wrong. Maybe I took this to the extreme 
where then I didn’t do much of anything, and I would just wait for things 
to come to me. (Riley, personal communication, August 22, 2011) 

 
It is interesting to see the paradox of how her place of power offered opportunities 

to cultivate relationships (a necessary element in achieving sustainability) while at the 

same time created an ethical boundary for her when employing this power to advance her 

dance organization.  However, as Deborah stated, being a presenter has “made me 

grateful for all the opportunities that I have.  It has not influenced my creative work 

necessarily but has increased my knowledge in the field about how the act of being 

presented happens – it is all a big network” (Riley, personal communication, August 22, 

2011).  Therefore, in her role as Dance Place Director, Deborah is able to see what would 

interest a presenter in producing an artist’s work.  She concludes: “There are different 

kinds of presenters and there are different motivations with different presenters.  Carla 

and I are interested in the work” (Riley, personal communication, August 22, 2011).  
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 Deborah further defines herself as a doer with a bit of what she calls 

particularitis.  Her choreographic, pedagogical, and administrative work is consistently 

detail oriented and very specific as well as being connected to the detailed specifics of 

her personal life.  When asked what sustains her while balancing between her roles 

within the dance field, it was clearly her artistic work in relation to her personal life.  She 

clarifies: 

 
I am ok with my artistry coming from a very personal place.  Instead of 
trying to be outside of myself and commenting on the world or being a 
vessel for this idea or issue, I feel very comfortable with taking something 
that is very personal to me and elaborating on it, choreographically.  That 
keeps me interested and keeps me going. (Riley, personal communication, 
August 22, 2011) 
 

She commented a few times throughout her interview on the hard and incessant work that 

it takes to realize dance.  She noted that working with interesting dancers has helped to 

sustain her. What interested Deborah in a dancer could be physical capacity, emotional 

capacity, or personality.  Paramount, however, was always their ability to be part of a 

team and care about the other people who were in the company.   

      Change of appetite. In 2012-2013, Deborah is taking a hiatus from her dance 

company, and whether she will start it up again in the next year, and in what format, 

remains to be seen.  When asked what brought about this transition, Deborah states:   

I have noticed in the past two years that at my personal age, I don’t have it 
in me anymore to have the kind of intensity required to create a full 
evening of absolutely new work every season and to do my job – hold my 
leadership position here at Dance Place.  I don’t have dinner parties, I 
don’t go out, I don’t socialize and I am finding that that’s just not 
satisfying anymore . . . I need more spaciousness and I need to connect 
with people more. (Personal Communication, August 22, 2011)  
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However, prior to the past two years, Deborah states that she was satisfied with her life of  
 
incessant work as a choreographer.  

 
I love doing the creative work.  In fact, there is nothing better than being 
in the studio with dancers, but in order to create absolutely new work 
every season means that for at least half a year I work, I eat, I sleep, I 
think about the dance, I plan the dance – and that is all that I do. (Riley, 
personal communication, August 22, 2011) 
 

What is it that changed, and what are elements that contribute to the waning interest of a  

choreographer to sustain a dance company?   Deborah states that her decision to take a 

hiatus is, 

. . . partly physical and the physical influences the emotional . . . and I just 
don’t have the interest to stay in that physical place in a way that I want to 
be in order to perform and other people should perform now. But even in 
teaching and choreographing – in the past year I have been rethinking 
about what I am teaching, how I am teaching it and I haven’t really had to 
do that previously.  If I can’t move in a way that I want to move, then I 
don’t know if it’s going to be satisfying for me to direct other people…so 
that’s to be continued. (Riley, personal communication, August 22, 2011)  
 
Some of the changes Deborah discusses are already in motion.  She has shifted 

her teaching schedule to focus on a class that targets an “over 40” population.  The shift 

in how she teaches and approaches choreography seems to relate directly to lessons that 

she is learning in life.  She speaks of an early objective in her work to find her own voice 

and to be very specific in the steps that she was teaching and asking her dancers to 

perform.  In her more recent works, however, she is more interested in offering 

choreographic structures, challenges for her dancers, and creating space to arrive at a new 

work by incorporating contributions from the dancers.  This ability to sense the natural 

aging cycle with grace and to create space and opportunities for a younger generation 
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seems to be a trait that is common in both Dance Place Directors.  Their ease in accepting 

their aging process and their generosity and ability to pass a torch to the next generation 

demonstrates a clear understanding and coming to terms with personal limits and change. 

Sustainability for the future of dance and their interest to ensure that Dance Place 

continues to function as a strong artistic, educational, and economically sound entity 

seems to motivate their decision making process.   

Economic Model Employed by Dance Place 

The financial stability of Dance Place is ensured through diversified and multi-

tiered educational programs, performance projects, and real estate holdings. This 

economic model is in alignment with the four dimensions of sustainability defined by the 

New York University Wagner Leadership Program:  financial, programmatic, 

organizational, and personal (Holden et al., 2007).  The following sections will discuss 

how these dimensions come into play within the Dance Place evolving structure. 

Creative Educational Center:  Dance Place as an Educational Fountain 

Funding for Dance Place arts education programs is generated through service 

fees, individual contributions, philanthropic underwriters, joint ventures with other 

agencies who contract out for services, and through county, state, and federal grants. 

Dance Place contributes to the field of dance and helps to generate future audiences by 

building an awareness and appreciation of the value of dance and instilling that value at 

an early age into members of the community. However, it is not only youth to whom 

Dance Place directs its educational programs, and not only on its own turf. Classes and 

workshops for professional dancers and other members of the community are also offered 
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at community centers, or by partnering with other dance organizations (such as Atlas, 

another Dance Studio/Theatre in Washington, DC).  Professional development programs 

for arts educators, arts administrators, performers, and choreographers may be seen as an 

ecological process in which renewing resources are a major service product provided by 

Dance Place in partnerships with regional and national organizations (e.g., Capitol 

Region of Dance Educators Organization, or Dance/Metro DC).  As Deborah states:  

. . . it’s really all about relationships . . . it’s a huge dance realization 
network . . .presenters, artists, educators, funders, audience – they all 
influence one another . . . the dialog keeps flowing back and forth…and no 
matter where you are in that spectrum it’s not easy for anyone.  It’s just 
hard - hard for everybody – to make dances – to  find the dancers – to get 
them on stage – to get the dance performed some place.   It’s not easy for 
anyone to have art realized. . . . Being a presenter has made me very 
grateful for what I have and the opportunities that I have. . . . I have an 
artistic home here that allows me  free rehearsal space, a guaranteed 
performance each year, and the opportunity to work with dancers in this 
community. (personal communication, August 22, 2011)  
 

 As part of its programmatic diversification, Dance Place conducts dance classes in 

a variety of styles, which address the needs and interests of the diverse audience and 

program partners that make up the Washington, DC community.  In Fiscal Year 2011 

(FY11), K-12 in-reach performances, (in which participants from the community come 

inside the doors of Dance Place to participate in interactive performances), and K-12 out-

reach programming, (where resident companies and artists associated with Dance Place 

venture outside of the Dance Place physical location in order to engage participants in 

arts programming), comprised 7.3% of their expense budget.  The Youth educational 

programs that utilize dance as a vehicle to advance positive social action by teaching life 

and job skills such as with the Energizers, NEXTgeneration, and Internship projects 
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comprised 18.6% of the FY11 expenses.  Adult classes that take place 6-7 days per week, 

all year long in the two studios located within the physical space of Dance Place 

accounted for 8.5% of the FY11 expenses. The school expenditures account for 34.4% of 

their organization’s expenses, while it brings in just under 50% of the total earned 

income.   This means that the educational revenue creates a surplus to allow for the loss 

that usually occurs from their dance presentations. For a comprehensive analysis of 

Dance Place’s full expenditures, see the graphed report in Appendix A.  

  Dance Place further embraces the continuous learning approach to organizational 

management by sponsoring life-long learning opportunities for its organizational 

members as well as members of the larger community. Jim Collins, an organizational 

development researcher interested in understanding what enables organizations to thrive, 

writes:  

A way to stimulate the drive for progress is to create an environment that 
encourages people to experiment and learn. . . . . To build a visionary company, 
you need to counterbalance its fixed core ideology with a relentless drive for 
progress. While core ideology provides continuity, stability, and cohesion, the 
drive for progress promotes change, improvement, innovation, and renewal. 
(http://www.jimcollins.com/article_topics/articles/building-companies.html) 
 

Dance Place’s commitment to educational services is in line with the above noted ideas 

of Collins. At the core of its creative educational service model is a philosophy of 

continued learning for all aspects of the organization.  Dance Place is able to do this not 

only in its educational classes, but also through its role as presenter of culturally and 

stylistically diverse and experimental regional, national, and international dance artists. 

The following section will discuss this process of presentation. 
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Dance Place as a Dance Presenter 

Dance Place often partners with other presenting organizations such as the 

Washington Performing Arts Society, the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing 

Arts, and the National Presenters Networks in order to support the presentation of quality 

dance performances.  For example, Dance Place presents the work of national 

choreographers as well as regional artists in order to refresh and continually develop the 

Washington, DC Dance Community.  However, there is a large demand for the limited 

number of performance slots that the Dance Place Theater has to offer.  When asked how 

choices are made for which artists are selected to be presented, Deborah stated: 

We have a big commitment to present people of this region so the vast 
majority of our performances and presentations are people that are in this 
region.  However, we have a range of people we want to work with . . . 
how do you honor relationships and make new relationships?  It depends 
sometimes on urgency to an artist; like in 2008 there were a couple of 
artists that were desperate because of the national economic situation.  
And since they were touring in a nearby city, they asked if there was any 
way that we could help to extend their touring engagement, so we did.  
And we have accommodated a couple of people, artists we have known, 
because we really felt like we wanted to support them in some way and the 
only way that we knew we could support them was by presenting them.  
Other times we present artists we don’t know because we want to 
collaborate with other presenters and either they have funding or we can 
get funding to support a particular artist. (personal communication, August 
22, 2011)  
 
It is clear that a web of intricate relationships amongst artists, presenters, funders, 

and even external factors such as economic circumstances create opportunities for some 

artists to be selected for performance presentations and barriers for others. Riley 

concludes: “An artist can make themselves sound great and wonderful, but if their work 

doesn’t match what the conversation is, then we can’t present them” (personal 
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communication, August 22, 2011). However, Deborah Riley further underlines the point 

that what is really important for Dance Place is to present work that they think will be  

right for our audiences.  In a follow-up discussion with Deborah on May 21, 2013, 

Deborah clarified that statement to mean: 

What is right for our audiences at Dance Place is to balance the artistic arc 
of an entire season, to present works that will clearly resonate with 
audiences, and meet their expectations and at the same time to present 
work that will challenge their expectations.   Dance Place is committed to 
a diversity of voices, styles, backgrounds, forms – which is a whole other 
aspect of balancing.  It is not so much about our local neighborhood, but 
addressing the culture of the entire DC community and how the DC 
community attracts individuals from across the entire United States - and 
abroad . . . and, then to uphold our artistic values of the fine arts and not 
the commercial arts/entertainment. For example, even when we present 
hip-hop companies we are presenting choreographers who have a vision 
and a clear statement; it is not just ten groovy songs strung together with 
dance steps, it’s about the artist’s need to say something with their work, 
or personal issues or even societal issues.   For me, that is different than 
just dance for pure entertainment’s sake.” (personal communication, 
August 22, 2011)  

 
Although presenting dance that is for pure “entertainment’s sake” may help 

increase audience numbers and thereby increase profits, the leadership realizes that 

dancers and performers are drawn to the organization because of their interest in the 

continued development and advancement of dance as an art form.  For example, FY11 

performance presentations amounted to 43% of annual expenses ($638, 855) and only 

generated $171,876 in performance fee earned income. As quoted by Carla Perlo at the 

beginning of this chapter, “dance presentations do not make money, they cost money” 

(personal communication, February 12, 2008). Although performances are often executed 

at a financial loss, Carla and Deborah fundraise to allow for the economic deficit incurred 
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by presentations.  They do this by targeting individuals, private foundations, and grant 

makers that specifically support artistic fees.    When asked about their action steps to 

fundraise in this current climate, Deborah states: 

It has to do with how we communicate with our funding base the way they 
want to communicate with us.  We have a strong communication and long 
history of support with our funders.  Most of the individuals who support 
us respond to printed materials they receive in the mail.  So we are 
constantly doubling all of our efforts in marketing and fundraising to 
maintain our strongly committed loyal relationships with our historical 
supporters while at the same time remaining cognizant to attract the next 
generation.    We are aware that the future of fundraising will rely on 
generosity of individuals so it is important to strengthen our strategies and 
our systems to adapt with the emergence of an individual donor model. 
(personal communication, May 21, 2013)  
 
What Deborah is highlighting in the above quotation is the downturn of support 

from local and federal foundations, which has been a strong source of their support over 

the past few decades.  In response, Dance Place and other nonprofits focusing on dance 

programming are currently diversifying their revenue stream.  In the current economic 

climate it seems that loyal and committed individuals are more reliable than continued 

funding from foundations. It is interesting to point out that what Deborah highlights as an 

emergence of an individual donor model is actually a re-emergence of a more traditional 

model that dates back to the time of the Renaissance Court Dance during the mid 1500’s  

when rulers such as Catherine de Medici financed the work of artists.   In addition to 

individual donors, another age-old reliable revenue source that Dance Place has staked 

their interest in is real estate.  
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Deepening Roots in the Neighborhood, Stabilizing with Bricks and Mortar:  
Dance Place as a Realtor 
 

Anyone who knows Carla Perlo has probably heard her rant on the need for artists 

to own their own property.  The early history and experiences highlighted in the 

beginning of this chapter when Carla was ousted from her Adams Morgan Dance Studio, 

is a driving force in her interest not only to own her own building, but to also be on the 

forefront of real estate development.  Carla’s initiative to own property further enhances 

neighborhoods by opening more permanent spaces for differing arts activities.  As stated 

in a recently published interview, Carla highlights the upcoming plans of Dance Place to 

expand in their neighborhood:  

We're in partnership with an organization called Artspace USA to build 
live/work artist lofts [next door to the studio]. There'll be 39 of them, with 
three additional spaces for Dance Place. One will be our second studio, 
and we'll be renting two more spaces. Also, we'll enter into a capital 
campaign, which will allow us to renovate our building and get it where it 
needs to be for the next 30 years. It's 25 years old now and really needs 
improvements. 
(http://dcist.com/2010/12/dcist_interview_dance_places_carla.php, p. 12) 

 
By owning a couple of buildings and partnering with other real estate developers 

in the neighborhood, Dance Place creates a space where they have a powerful voice 

through property ownership; yet, they are not taking the sole financial responsibility of 

risk in today’s volatile real estate market.  By offering living accommodations to their 

interns, they have been able to barter administrative services while accruing equity value 

in their property investments.  In this sense, Carla and Deborah have put themselves on 

the D.C. map as not only choreographers and arts presenters, but also as leading business 

entrepreneurs in the Washington, D.C. community.   
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Sustainability Factors 
 

Family as Complex Family Model of Sustainability 
 

Analysis of the data obtained from my interviews and observations when visiting 

the Dance Place site revealed that the directors develop a working environment  

resembling a family.  The directors also noted that this “family environment” sustains a 

low rate of employee turnover.  The balance between nurture and rigor, as described by 

the directors in this family metaphor, allows employees to feel at home within the 

working environment.  Further, the directors felt their sense of family intrinsically 

develops employee interest in and a commitment to the process of continually deepening 

individual professional development within the organization.  This employee willingness 

to learn about professionalism supporting their own growth is in direct relation to the 

growth and enhancement of the Dance Place organization.   

The Dance Place leaders discussed how they enjoy playing the parent roles and 

modeling a “functional” family: they employ clear and respectful lines of communication 

while balancing stability and flexibility.  This delicate balancing act is considered 

necessary in order to nurture, empower, and develop the members of their family 

community.  And, from comments in the participant interviews and my observations, it 

seems that employees do gather strength from the family-balancing act described by the 

directors.  The interview participants also discussed the importance of being able to find a 

secure place within the organization while also garnering connections with a cause that is 

larger than “just having a job.” The ability for employees to become part of a family and 

to connect with something bigger than themselves is, therefore, paramount to Dance 
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Place’s development of an evolving family model; however, the Dance Place leaders 

cautioned that this is no easy process. Each leader and employee must constantly discover 

methods for renewing their resourcefulness, self-motivation, and relentless determination 

in order to keep the family alive and healthy.  When these methods are intrinsically 

motivated by each individual Dance Place family member, the organization benefits by 

engaging employees as stakeholders who are invested in helping to sustain the mission of 

the organization, rather than just seeing their work at Dance Place as a job to make 

money.   

Linking Dance Place Family Model to Frameworks of Sustainability  
 
 Key theoretical findings from the research highlight methods in which Dance 

Place is able to achieve sustainability.  Referring to Chapter III, the subheadings below 

highlight the specific ways in which the organizational development and the family 

model of Dance Place aligns with extant research frameworks on sustainability.   

 Diversity of revenue streams and resources. Dance Place is an example of an 

operating system with diverse resources.  These resources not only include personnel 

tiered with a variety of experiences, ages, economic and cultural backgrounds, but also 

include diversification of revenue streams.  Financial stability of the organization is 

created through a diversification of programs and by ensuring that these programs clearly 

serve a need generated by local citizens in the local neighboring community as well as 

the broader D.C. dance community. Although these programs are initiated from a dance 

center, they have further transformed into a web of varied programs connecting to a 
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wider community of neighborhood citizens who are non-dancers.  The conscious 

development of webs beyond the needs of dancers expands the Dance Place family to 

include a larger population of young people who want to develop future employment 

skills. This expanding web of involvement from the community ensures the Dance Place 

will continue to grow and adapt to the needs of an expanding neighborhood.   

In addition to developing a web of varied internal educational community 

building and performance programs, Dance Place has invested in real estate – bricks and 

mortar to deepen their roots and equity in the local neighborhood.  Ownership of land and 

property has created financial stability for the organization and has provided additional 

options for resource exchanges with some of their employees, such as hours of work in 

exchange for housing.   Current real estate plans for development set up by the Dance 

Place leaders in partnership with real estate development teams include expansion and 

creation of visual art galleries as well as outdoor stages.  This partnership not only raises 

the value of the owned property in the neighborhood, but also allows the Dance Place to 

develop wider audiences across the arts.  Collaborations across artistic fields have been 

an artistic “way of working” for both Deborah and Carla in the past and have given them 

the requisite skills to connect and team-up with economic partners in varied disciplines.    

  Embracing an entrepreneurial spirit: Taking calculated risks, being 

adaptable. The above paragraph highlights the ways in which Dance Place leaders are 

aware of their environment and able to quickly act upon opportunities that are presented 

to include real estate acquisition and development, as well as artistic opportunities.  
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Planning for both artistic as well as financial programs is balanced with goal-oriented 

outcomes. Short and long-term plans are in place, but they are adaptable.  The elasticity 

trained into Carla and Deborah as dancers and choreographers seems to directly translate 

into their business practice.  This flexibility provides the fluid foundation the directors 

need to balance their artistry and business planning.  This balancing act provides them the 

momentum to create an organization ready to leap into new adventures with a clear 

understanding of what is needed for a safe landing – a balance of flexibility and stability.  

 For the artists at Dance Place, flexibility refers to having a schedule that allows 

time to create and present their work.  Working at Dance Place means that an employee is 

dually responsible as an administrator and as an artist. In return, Dance Place employees 

achieve both financial stability, in the form of a consistent paycheck and health 

insurance, and artistic security in the form of studio space for rehearsals and a theatre for 

presentation of their work.  This pattern of flexibility between administrative and artistic 

work is evidenced in the actions of the directors of Dance Place. Carla and Deborah, and 

thereby Dance Place as an organizational system, provides not only a sense of stability 

for their employees, but also maintains the fluidity enabling the organization to adapt and 

create options and possibilities within a constantly changing artistic and economic 

environment.  Deborah states that this is a practice of, 

recognizing things are changing around us and not being stuck in our ways  
and, doing that proactively sooner rather than later.  It is similar to 
choreographing in that while charting a path for a dance, with every 
rehearsal the microcosm of the dance changes – how do you adapt and 
allow the dance to change to accommodate the shift? (personal 
communication, May 21, 2013)    
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 Creating an environment conducive to learning. As highlighted throughout my 

context chapter of sustainability, and more specifically honed in through the research of 

organizational development leader Peter Senge, organizations that sustain themselves are 

organizations that continue to learn and to provide learning possibilities for its members.   

Participants in this study seem to be drawn to an environment that has learning potential 

for them with Dance Place offering numerous opportunities for learning at all levels of 

experience.   

This desire to support continued learning is evinced throughout this chapter and 

specifically demonstrated by Dance Place’s dance classes, their after school and 

internship programs, and their leadership training. Interaction with staff members, such as 

Carla’s story concerning the apple picking incident in which the interns were not only 

debriefed, but were also helped to understand how they could use the incident as a 

pedagogical moment, illustrates leadership training modeling on-going learning from 

everyday incidents. Further, the evolution of Dance Place over the years is a sign of the 

constantly evolving learning of the leaders as they interact within their self-described 

family.  The interest and need for learning is further recognized by the employees of 

Dance Place and was highlighted in my interviews and interactions.  It seems that a 

quenched thirst for learning creates an interest for longevity in employee employment 

tenure.  The opportunities for learning created a stakeholder interest in the organization’s 

employees that reached beyond financial rewards.  
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 Employee respect and appreciation embodied in practice and language. More 

important than a large compensation package is an employee’s respect for the leader’s 

vision and ability to carry out the steps needed to realize this vision. Further, paramount 

for the sustenance of employees is their sense of being appreciated by leaders and 

colleagues. This appreciation is embodied through clear, honest, and respectful 

communication.  Crucial for both the employee stakeholder and the leader is the chance 

to be heard. Appreciation and gratitude to the employee must be balanced, however, with 

outcomes and accountability.   At Dance Place, this respectful exchange in 

communication has led to an environment of trust, which seems to have created an 

interest in the organization as a familial community.  By seeing their work as more than 

just a job, the employee and leader research participants believe that what they are doing 

is contributing to a greater cause – that what they are doing is making a difference 

beyond just their individual selves.   

 Like members of a functional family, there is a clear sense of each individual’s 

identity, and the individual is also aware of how his or her work contributes to a larger 

good.  Likewise, this interest in balancing the individual with the greater good of the 

group is mirrored in the creative processes of the Dance Place leaders, Perlo and Riley. 

The ways in which they each directed their dance companies allowed them to nurture 

choreographic excellence and find their own artistic voice while also being aware of the 

needs of their dancers.    
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Praxis:  Reflection, contemplation, evaluation, and refreshed planning. It is 

clear that Carla and Deborah continue to lead Dance Place with a strategic plan that 

simultaneously holds short term and long-term actions in place.  In order to assure the 

execution of the plan, the leaders have primarily invested in building strong relationships 

on an internal, regional, and national level that enable the continued balance of sustained 

growth of the organization programmatically, financially, and organizationally.  

However, this plan for sustainability is dependent on the organization’s ability to 

replenish resources for the organization’s activities, for individuals within the 

organization, and for future generations.   This refueling of resources means allowing 

time for reflection and contemplation for all employees and leaders as well as balancing 

work time with their personal lives.  As Deborah Riley’s discussion of her current 

transition from choreographer to more socially concerned interactions demonstrates, there 

exists a need to replenish one’s personal interests and desires on a social level as well as 

an artistic level.  As with all ecological systems, there is a natural ebb and flow of life and 

work cycles that is supported further by an exchange of energy and resources.  For 

Deborah Riley and Carla Perlo, this means coming to terms with the ending of a physical 

cycle as choreographers and performers, and transferring that energy into a mentorship 

and teaching capacity in order to develop the next generation of Dance Place leaders.   

 In conclusion, the data specific to Dance Place revealed that this organization 

functions as more than a job for its most engaged staff members.  It is an extended 

family. There is a commitment to providing physical and emotional space, opportunity 

for artistic and intellectual nourishment, encouragement of learning and growth, and 
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respectful behavior patterns.  Similar to a strong and prosperous family, there is emphasis 

on planting roots and owning a physical home, which has helped to ground the finances 

and the emotional well being of what Carla terms, the Dance Place Family.  Members of 

this particular family clan include not only the employees, students, and audience 

members of their production, organizational and educational programs, but also extend 

regionally into the greater Washington, D.C. communities while further stretching to 

include national interests.   Dance Place exemplifies a sustainable system by maintaining 

for the past thirty a high level of activity and utilizing a percentage of the community 

assets while also constantly replenishing resources in order to assure the organization’s 

life for the next dancing generation.  
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CHAPTER V 
 

CASE STUDY TWO:  LIZ LERMAN AND THE  DANCE EXCHANGE 
 

The Dance Exchange is always in transition . . . Shape-shifting and 
reinvention are daily activities. They grow from improvisational 
structuring that informs choreography. Make enough architecture or 
“local rules” as the scientists would say, and then create the prototype, 
then fix and improve, then test, then let some fall away, then make space 
for the new, then test. In our case, the petri dish also contains ingredients 
from art-world practice, community investment and need, national 
agendas, the ever-present economic turmoil, and good friends.  

        (Lerman, 2011, p. 146) 

In the above quotation, 2002 MacArthur Genius Awardee Liz Lerman highlights 

transition as a daily practice in her dance company; however, her statement could just as 

easily stand as a response to how she and the Dance Exchange have sustained their dance 

organization over the past 35 years. In 1976, Lerman founded the Dance Exchange. 

Today, over thirty years later, the Dance Exchange continues to flourish, and 

demonstrates outstanding sustainability for an arts organization.  The ability of the Dance 

Exchange to survive and continue to grow and learn throughout a variety of 

organizational as well as economical challenges has everything to do with Liz Lerman 

herself. As a shape-shifting leader, she has turned “discomforts into inquiry” and ideas 

into actions. Under her leadership a dance school morphed into a dance company. That 

dance company has now transformed into a leading national and international arts 

organization. However, what this chapter will reveal is the slippery slope that an 

organization and its leaders must slide, fall, climb, and slither through as they grow to
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understand and clarify power and control in an organization that strives to be founder-led, 

while also desiring to embrace multiple viewpoints in practice.  

 I culled data for this chapter from my experiences as a company member of the 

1997-2000 Liz Lerman Dance Exchange (LLDX), Liz Lerman’s published writings, and 

my 2011 interview with her. This case study uses data from the years that Lerman was 

the founding artistic director of the LLDX (1976-2011) as well as from the last two years 

during which she has transitioned from directing the LLDX to working and collaborating 

as an independent artist.  

The data suggests that Lerman created an organization that could offer artists a 

place to learn about working with various communities. Lerman states, “It wasn’t an 

organization that was going to support artists, it was an organization that was going to 

support ideas about art in the world – and that’s a big difference” (personal 

communication, June 9, 2011). Because LLDX balances both artistic and community or 

social concerns, the organization encourages collaboration among partnering 

organizations and utilizes artistic processes that bring different groups together. At the 

same time, the organization continually generates ideas to engage in creative practices 

that yield artwork and produce socially relevant outcomes.    

  Throughout this chapter, I position myself as both an observer and an insider in 

order to analyze the dimensions of Lerman’s leadership. I highlight the strategies she 

utilized through various periods of the LLDX to adapt and evolve. In addition, I compare 

Lerman’s anecdotes about her leadership and her understanding of the internal culture of 

the LLDX with the larger themes of organizational challenges that thread through much 
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of the extant literature on organizational development. A specific focus of this case study 

is to better understand particular challenges that arise when utilizing hybrid 

organizational systems that blend collaboration, synthesis, and bureaucratic processes.  

Finally, I highlight how various economic models were created to support artistic work 

during different eras of the LLDX journey.   

Lerman as a Leader 

Prior to founding my dance company ClancyWorks, in 2001, I had the honor of 

working as a company member for the LLDX. During the three years (1997 – 2000) I 

spent working at the LLDX, I observed Lerman’s vibrant interest in organizational 

development.  As an educator, choreographer, community arts organizer, and 

entrepreneur, Lerman focused on developing what she termed a “humane organization.” 

Lerman defined a humane organization as one “in which everybody gets to grow, not just 

the person in charge” (personal communication, June 9, 2011).  My perception of the 

company was that it was not only humane, but also a “learning organization.”  I draw this 

term from Peter Senge’s (1990) theory that an organization interested in sustained 

advancement should take a systems approach to learning in that everyone in the 

organization is engaged and involved in the organization growing “smarter”  (see Chapter 

III, p. 44).   

 As a company member, I came to understand Lerman as a leader who was 

constantly questioning different ways of growing the organization. She allowed members 

of the company to practice leadership, or “followership,”1 as I have come to term the 

practice. Perhaps she was attempting to train company members so that she could 
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delegate some of the workload and responsibilities of the organization.  Perhaps she was 

seeking her own exit plan, and was trying to discern whom she could trust and who had 

the abilities to carry on the mission and activities of the LLDX.   Perhaps it was just her 

modus operandi – always analyzing a situation, a project, or a person to better understand 

what skills they had that could be utilized within the organization.  In this way, every 

situation at LLDX could be viewed as a test, which could offer other opportunities.   Her 

constant questioning of organizational practices and the ability to bring company 

members and administrative employees into that questioning developed a sense of 

engagement and interest to learn from all organizational participants.   

 It appeared that Lerman always had a goal in mind, whether for a project, a dance, 

an organization, or even a meeting; however, she also remained open and always 

gathered information along the way.  This openness and flexibility helped her to quickly 

adapt to new ideas and plans. Current literature on leadership and organizational 

development recognizes the value of remaining open to possibilities and having the 

ability to exploit these unexpected opportunities as desirable entrepreneurial qualities 

(McGrath and MacMillan, 2000, pp. 2-8).   In Lerman’s case, these entrepreneurial 

qualities supported her goals as a director and worked to benefit both the growth of 

stakeholders and the ownership of organizational projects. Her openness and adaptability 

further served to cultivate the growth and ability of the organization as an entity to 

expand beyond Lerman’s strengths and skills.   

 Lerman embodies numerous leadership qualities highlighted in the organizational 

literature. Similar to Carla Perlo (see Chapter IV, pp. 53-54), Lerman excels in using 
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anecdotes and stories to connect with her audience(s). The use of story is a leadership 

trait highlighted by Howard Gardner (1995). In addition, Lerman seems to be a hybrid of 

what Brafman and Beckstrom (2006), researchers focusing on leadership patterns in 

decentralized and centralized organizations, classify as a catalyst, a leader who has the 

ability to listen to others with interest, and a champion, a leader who has an innate skill to 

sell a product (pp. 91-101). A catalyst is further defined by Brafman and Beckstrom 

(2006) as an emotionally intelligent person with genuine interest in people, one who 

“assumes a peer relationship and listens to people – you follow a catalyst because he 

understands you” (p. 125). Catalysts tend to “empower people and then get out of the 

way” (Brafman and Beckstrom, 2006, p. 112). Lerman as catalyst is typically evidenced 

in her community engagement tours. She is able to spark an idea for a project and design 

a series of workshops that brings members of the community together to work on the 

project. She creates a foundation for new community networks and relationships that 

have the potential to endure after the project is complete, when she will cease to be the 

reason the group finds connection.  Brafman and Beckstrom (2006) define champions as 

catalysts taken to the next level, “as they are inherently hyperactive.  Like catalysts, they 

operate well in nonhierarchical environments, but they tend to be more like salesmen than 

organizers or connectors” (p. 100).   Lerman’s work in community networks engaging 

differing groups to “buy” into her process demonstrates her ability to move between the 

roles of catalyst and champion and is perhaps one of the major reasons her company has 

been able to adapt, change, and be successful over the years.  
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 What I further remember and admire about Liz Lerman is her ability to generate 

new connections.  She was always able to leave any event in which we participated with 

another potential work engagement in process.  I remember the first time she took me to a 

conference and left me to meet people on my own.  When she came back at the end of 

two hours she was surprised that I did not have a handful of business cards. I had spent 

the majority of the time talking with just a few people who clearly did not have the power 

to hire the LLDX for future work.  Although she never said it, I felt I had disappointed 

her. I, apparently, did not possess a natural ability to work the crowd, a phrase I often 

heard her use in relation to some of the other LLDX members who she often had 

represent the organization when she could not be present.   

 After a few years of working as a company member at the LLDX, I sought to find 

additional touring engagements for the organization through some of my own contacts.  I 

asked Lerman to coach me on the best approach.  I remember her saying that she first 

listens, and really listens, to what is of interest to the potential partner.  Then, as soon as 

she hears something, she makes sure to highlight anything she can connect to the interests 

of the LLDX by utilizing the same words as the potential partner. In my interview with 

Lerman, she repeatedly confirmed that she only spends time on a project and a 

person/partner in whom she is truly interested. Lerman states, “for me sustainability is 

my capacity to keep learning and my capacity to see where there is a need for it” 

(personal communication, June 9, 2011).   

 The ability to cultivate relationships and partnerships is highlighted by a number 

of theorists in the previous Chapter III. This skill is deemed central to success and 
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sustainability in any field (Capra, 1995; Collins, 2001; Drucker, 1985; Senge, 1990; 

Wheatley, 2007).  Many people refer to this talent as the ability to network; however, 

Lerman prefers to call this the ability to intersect and make connections, a strength that 

has allowed her to easily cultivate relationships with various members in different 

disciplines. She shared: 

I’m successful at this because I'm really interested.  It goes back to that 
curiosity thing.  I'm not pretending to be interested.  I'm really interested in 
what people are doing and I like connecting . . . in fact one person recently 
said to me, “God Liz, you really work the system.”  I said, “No, I'm not 
working the system.  I'm making connections in exactly the way you asked 
me to.  This is what I do.  If it looks to you like working a system, we 
should talk about that, because there's a negativity to that.” (personal 
communication, June 9, 2011)  

 
  Lerman fits a variety of different categories and labels offered from 

organizational theorists as to what constitutes an effective leader.   Her leadership 

qualities contribute to her role as a visionary.  One example is her work with senior 

adults. She positioned herself as a leader within that practice; she created connections that 

piqued her interest and fed her creativity.  Furthermore, she was able to strategize and 

articulate frameworks that allowed outsiders and organizations to find value in her work.   

Lerman’s Succinct Strategies for Sustainability 

 During my interview with Lerman, I asked how she sustained her organization 

over three decades.  She outlined the following practices:  

1) She has knowledge that is useful to individuals outside of the dance world and she 

has been able to package these ideas in a way that is easily understood.  

2) She only undertakes projects that she finds deeply interesting.  
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3) She likes connecting with people and building relationships with presenters and 

    partners who she finds intellectually stimulating. 

4) Finally, she described herself as “addicted to getting work” (personal 

    communication, June 11, 2009).   

During my time working with Lerman, I observed all of the above noted operational 

methods and additional strengths, as well.   

Lerman as a Communicator: How the Articulate Support Sustainability 

 I was often impressed with Liz’s ability to communicate complex ideas in simple 

phrases. Ideas with profound philosophical implications could translate across 

disciplines. Once, in a rehearsal she pondered if it was her soft voice that made her seem 

an easy person with whom to connect.  Or was it her ability to “soften” ideas making 

them accessible to audiences inside and outside of the field of dance?    

 Lerman also excelled in drawing connections between her ideas and the needs of 

those around her. Shortly after I began working for Lerman, I attended a conference in 

Delaware, circa 1997, at which she was the keynote speaker. Most members of the 

audience were politicians. Although her speech was focused on her work in the dance 

world, she was urging people to think beyond a fine art hierarchy; she was talking about 

elitism in general and how thinking in a world of binaries (fine arts as high arts and social 

arts as low art) limits possibilities. 

I remember looking at Liz just before she began to speak. She seemed nervous. 

Her face was white, and her leg was shaking while she sat waiting to be called to speak.  

After taking her place at the podium, she thanked everyone in the room and then 
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commented on what the previous speaker had just said in a way that created a transition 

to her own speech. Interestingly, the speech she gave that day, having to do with 

hierarchies in dance, was one I had heard her deliver many times before. Furthermore, to 

my listening ear, the speech seemed almost verbatim to one that I had read in one of her 

publications. At first, I questioned the ethics of her speech choice. Is re-using the same 

exact phrases for a number of different keynote speech appointments ethical? Can a 

speaker plagiarize herself?  Surely some audience members had heard her give this 

speech on a previous occasion. The only difference between this speech and the last time 

I heard it was the connection Lerman made with the introductory speaker’s address.  

 However, when I likened this approach to a company’s repertory that is danced 

repeatedly at different theater locations, the reiteration of her speech, given verbatim, 

made more sense to me.  Now, looking back at this particular event and comparing it to 

Lerman’s keynote addresses heard in other situations, I realize there was a formulaic 

approach to her public speaking moments: She acknowledges the previous speaker and 

expresses an appreciation for her invitation to be present at the event.  She then recalls 

something that the speaker just stated in order to forge a connection with whatever act, 

speech, or formalities that just took place. In addition, the impromptu quality of her 

response to the prior speaker serves as a transition to her own speech in a way that makes 

it seem as if her speech is being constructed in the moment, and helps to make her more 

immediately relevant and relatable to the audience.   

 The transitional connection to the person who introduced her and Lerman’s ability 

to pay homage to the previous comments created a shared space to build rapport with her 
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audience.  As the observed signs of Lerman’s anxiety waned, I realized that her formula 

relaxed her and focused her on the job at hand. Her voice became confident and steady. I 

took note of the room: she had the full attention of everyone in the grand ballroom. In 

fact, I honestly think one could have heard a pin drop if one had fallen at that time. I 

believe that the nervousness she displayed at first was dissipated by her engagement with 

her process of connection-making, a process that opens connections to the interests of 

others. In addition, observing this moment allowed me to understand that leaders do not 

have to always appear overly confident in front of an audience.  I suspect Lerman’s 

anxiety was not only apparent to me; her humaneness and vulnerability allowed the 

audience to empathize with her and to focus on the content of her words.  

Developing Worlds of Possibilities 

 In Ways of World Making, Nelson Goodman (1978) posits that we are in control 

of the worlds we construct.  Liz Lerman is a perfect example of a world creator. She 

utilized the founding of a dance company to build an organization that offered her a 

platform to create a world in which her interests and her inquiries could be pursued.  

When asked what was at the heart of her ability to sustain the emotional energy to direct 

an organization for so long, Lerman was clear to state that it is “my capacity to keep 

learning and my capacity to see where there is a need for it . . . I love working with ideas 

that are interesting to me.  I only drop things when they stop being interesting to me – but 

then I drop them hard” (personal communication, June 9, 2011).  Lerman observes, 

analyzes, evaluates, and then takes action. 
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Lerman would also often frame her experiences with an easy to remember, pithy 

statement.  I refer to these short phrases as Liz Lerman Lessons. She makes a practice of 

regularly articulating these “lessons” and often includes them in her writing and speaking 

engagements. They are examples of the succinct ways that she is able to package 

knowledge that is useful for individuals outside the dance world, which in turn offers a 

path for economic viability.  I believe she is referring in part to her use of these lessons 

when she asserts, “our economic model [is based on the premise that] we have 

knowledge – and that we put that [knowledge] into forms that people can use and pay us 

for” (personal communication, June 9, 2011).  Following are the lessons I sensed as I 

explored and analyzed Lerman’s statements, her experiences, and my own experiences 

working with LLDX. 

Lessons Unfolding:  Turning Discomforts into Inquiry and Inquiry into Action 
 
 While Lerman names interest as her primary motivator, I have also noticed that it 

is not only her interest in working with ideas, but also her ability to turn discomforts into 

inquiry that leads to innovation and change within LLDX.  Lerman uses uncomfortable 

situations as motivation through which to initiate change and actions. One such occasion, 

Lerman recalls, propelled her to found the Dance Exchange.   

The Dance Exchange School, formed in 1976, was probably Lerman’s first 

exploration into forming a dance company.  The Liz Lerman Dance Exchange has 

changed names a few times in order to reflect the organization’s leadership and 

ownership.  When asked about her motivation to establish the Dance Exchange as a 

school, Lerman mentioned the unspoken rules that she observed during the early 1970’s 
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in which students had to follow a particular dance guru and remain loyal to that one style.  

Lerman’s interests were contrary to this mono-aesthetical dance world. Her desire was to 

study with a number of different mentors and to learn a variety of different dance 

techniques. By turning her discomfort of what she perceived in the dance community into 

inquisitive action, Lerman initiated her journey of organizational development.  She 

recalls the initial founding of the Dance Exchange as a school: 

I did not see anything else that was like it. I tried. In fact I look at my 20s 
as testing every single possibility that someone could do, without starting 
something.  Not that I was consciously not trying to start something I just 
did not think I was an initiator like that. I was just unhappy every single 
place that I tried, so in the end, I realized that I would just have to do it 
myself.  Right at the get go I was able to ask, “what are the things that are 
bothering me?” I would say the most evident at the beginning was the 
name that I gave the exchange.  To me, it was a reflection on my early 
days as a dance student when my teachers used to get mad if I studied 
somewhere else.  That drove me crazy.  Just nuts . . . . So that is what that 
exchange meant – let me go about doing the things that matter to me and 
the things that I was interested in, but make sure there was a thriving set of 
ideas. That is why I started it. (personal communication, June 9, 2011) 
 
This proactive choice, to turn discomfort into inquiry and to follow through by 

transforming her inquiry into action for learning and advancement, may be seen as a 

pattern or an innate quality of Liz’s to rebel against imposed structures. It is interesting to 

note that, when Lerman founded the Dance Exchange School, she was not consciously 

trying to start something; rather, she was reacting to an uncomfortable situation.  Her 

response was to turn this challenge of wanting to study a variety of dance techniques into 

an opportunity for creating a new world of dance exchanges.  

  As I continued to talk with Lerman more about the Dance Exchange School, a 

number of ideas, themes, and frustrations common to the other participants in my study 
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were revealed. Some of these commonalities include the challenges and benefits of 

running a school, the individual desire to work as a solo artist as well as with an ensemble 

of dancers, blurred communication over questions of ownership, and power dynamics 

with colleagues.  The first “world-changing issue” during the early years of the Dance 

Exchange organization arose in response to dynamic tensions over power and ownership 

between Lerman and the company members. 

Lessons Unfolding: Understanding the Need for Clarity in Communication  

  As part of the school, Lerman decided there would be faculty concerts 

organized in a highly collaborative manner, similar to a model that is currently 

echoed in universities:  a number of choreographers co-present their work, with 

the work being created mostly with their students. However, later Lerman became 

more interested in producing full-length evenings of her own choreographic 

works. Lerman recalls how this motivation to focus on her solo projects sparked 

the first moments of conflict within the organization: 

By 1978 I have my first full evening work.  I think if you probably probed 
there is a sense that I am assuming more centrality.  That is probably one 
of the first conflicts at the Dance Exchange. My inability at that time to be 
clear about the difference of when it is “I” and when it is “we” would 
confuse people.  I think there were probably a group of people who were 
saying, how come suddenly it was mine?  But, I don’t think I ever felt it 
was everybody’s.  I always felt it was mine. And, I felt this sense of - 
come on everybody let’s work together.  I am not proud of my actions . . . 
In retrospect I think my lack of communication skills was a problem in the 
beginning.  I think I began to learn that you had to be incredibly articulate 
about how these things played out. (personal communication, June 9, 
2011) 
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Lerman’s above insight highlights one of the breakdowns of the group dynamic in the 

early periods of the Dance Exchange, and underscores how challenging it is to actualize 

the theories noted in the Chapter III (pp. 40-42) into practice.  The challenge seems 

particularly difficult to negotiate in terms of acknowledging ownership while also gaining 

the respect and loyalty of organizational stakeholders.   

  Effective communication is a critical goal to building organizational structures.  

This is true whether the organization is a collective practice, a more individually 

centralized institution, or one that is more bureaucratic. As organizational governing 

practices are being developed for a new institution, there is often unease among 

employees if the organizational structure is not clear.  Hindsight allows us to see that 

during the early years of The Dance Exchange, Lerman was toggling among a few 

organizational frameworks and playing with elements of a collective practice, a more 

individually centralized institution, and an organization that is bureaucratically run.  

However, her inability to communicate this process created disharmony among her 

colleagues. As echoed by the diverse research into sustainability cited in Chapter III, the 

inability to be clear and transparent in communication resulted in a semi-mutiny of her 

faculty.  From 1978-79, some of the original Dance Exchange School faculty members 

“left somewhat frustrated, and set up shop across town, which was kind of excellent for 

me as they took a lot of their malcontents with them. I was hurt, but not deeply” (Lerman, 

personal communication, June 9, 2011).    

 The situation described above, although emotionally difficult, seems like it 

marked a learning moment for Lerman. This semi-mutiny among some of her dancers 
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forced Lerman to understand the necessity of articulating terms of ownership within 

Dance Exchange. It would require her to clarify how this ownership might influence the 

organization, such as how she would hire employees and what their role would be in The 

Dance Exchange. However, this process of clarification is easier in theory than in 

practice.  Lerman’s experience reveals that the challenge is to create a transparency 

around employee selection and responsibilities in a manner that also creates space for 

people to step up in unanticipated ways.  Lerman seemed concerned that too much clarity 

around this issue may also create inherent power structures within the organization that 

she did not want to commit to.   Thinking back to ways in which she could support 

employees in taking on more responsibility and ownership, Lerman recounts,  

They could not be hierarchical themselves. We failed miserably.  If 
anybody at DE tried to play around with [the notion that] you had your 
position because you had the stripes on your sleeve – well, I don’t think 
anybody like that made it for very long. You could see it happening 
around you, especially the attempts to have an Associate Artistic Director. 
How confusing that was for them, and for me, and for people. Because one 
way people wanted to be Associate Artistic Director was to have power in 
their position.  I think you have to earn it every day.  Even in my case, I 
felt I had to earn it every day.  So, I think that was problematic, really hard 
for people.  (personal communication, June 9, 2011) 

 
This process of sharing leadership and responsibility is one that would take 

decades for Lerman to understand.  In this moment during our interview, I could see 

Lerman’s emotional approach to challenging situations.  Her face seems to feel the 

torment of the times as she remembers the various employees and probably some specific 

memories.  She adds, “These were some of the most horrible times.  I thought that the 

people that took that position were just brave and courageous and amazing to try” 
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(Lerman, personal communication, June 9, 2011).   And, then, with the resiliency that has 

propelled her through the 35 years of directing the organization, Lerman’s face and voice 

tone shifts with a sense of optimism:  

I think we are all getting smarter; I am smarter, and we were able to clarify 
more [in our communication.  In time,] unspoken assumptions that people 
would have about things [began to be] spoken  And that makes a big, big 
difference in running something. (personal communication, June 9, 2011) 
 
One step Lerman took towards creating a more transparent employee ownership 

process is that she gained clarity about the kinds of employees with whom she wanted to 

work. Lerman desired to work with people who shared her work ethic, people who were 

willing to work as hard as she had in getting her own choreographic work produced.  

Although she would not coin this phrase until later, it highlights another Lerman lesson: 

Real work, real reward.  Those early years were marked by a tension of Lerman wanting 

to find people who shared her work ethic while also hoping to create a space that 

accommodated multiple viewpoints. In thinking back about this initial period of learning 

and remembering some of the early challenges of founding the organization, Lerman 

recounts, “People were frustrated and everybody wanted their turn, they wanted their 

work produced . . . . But not everybody was willing to put in the time.  And at that point I 

am beginning to realize well, you’ve got to really work hard to make these things happen.  

(personal communication, June 9, 2011). Part of the frustration had to do with Lerman’s 

strong sense of discipline and work ethic and her self defined tendency to be a work-a-

holic.  Part of the frustrations also had to do with Lerman’s interest to create a founder-

led organization yet still have input and a sense of organizational ownership from all of 
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the employees.  Peter Drucker (1990), a well-known writer and researcher on 

management, writes, 

The leaders who work most effectively, it seems to me, never say ‘I’. . . 
they understand their job to be to make the team function.  They accept the 
responsibility and don’t sidestep it, but ‘we’ gets the credit.  There is an 
identification (very often, quite unconscious) with the task and with the 
group.  This is what creates trust, what enables you to get the task done 
(pp. 18-19).   
 
Lerman is well aware of this struggle to communicate her leadership interests in 

the early years of the Dance Exchange School.  She states, “probably one of the first 

conflicts at the Dance Exchange - is that I am assuming more centrality and my inability 

at that time to be clear about the difference of when is it I and when is it we?” (personal 

communication, June 9, 2011). Although she states that her organizational journey was 

one that came with many challenges and difficult situations, as a leader Lerman was 

always able to see each obstacle as a learning opportunity. This first blow-up, and having 

employees leave with their “malcontents,” reoccurred within various eras of the Dance 

Exchange. However, this initial company blow-up was a pedagogical moment for 

Lerman that clarified both her interests and the mission of the Dance Exchange. She 

highlights that clarity in this way: 

This pivotal moment is huge in terms of the trajectory that I went on as 
opposed to say one that Carla Perlo has gone on - which is that I think I 
have a big, big idea about dance and a big idea about the influence that I 
believe practicing artists can have on the world.  But I don’t think I 
wanted to support all of these artists. It was not an organization that was 
just going to support artists. It was going to be an organization about ideas 
about art in the world. That is a huge difference. (personal communication, 
June 9, 2011) 
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It is interesting to notice how Lerman is struggling to articulate her vision and 

how this will play out in the process of leadership and employee “stakeholdership” in her 

newly founded organization.  By framing her work in the larger context of the 

advancement it can provide for ideas about art in the world, she is able to help shift the 

focus away from the organization as founder-led and further dissipate the power struggles 

she experienced with the artists she employed.   

 Furthermore, the idea of an organization about ideas about art in the world  

offers another model of a sustainable arts organization within this dissertation research.  

The inclusion of differing models of sustainability supports the theory that there is no 

single “right” model, but multiple methods that are possible to actualize sustainability 

within the dance field.  The following section will show how Lerman puts her lessons 

learned into practice as she creates and recreates her dance world.  

The Building and Re-building of the Dance Exchange School 
 
 As Lerman stated in our interview, when the first wave of faculty members left, 

they took their malcontents with them, which in turn created a space for her to re-

envision how a Dance Exchange school might offer economic stability and to help offset 

the expenses generated from artistic projects and dance concerts.  However, her goals 

were multi-layered in that the mission of the school was not only to provide a space for 

learning a specific dance technique, but also to advance ideas about art in the world.  

One aim to address this multi-layered mission was to create a space where Lerman could 

work with a team of faculty members as they developed and taught classes in a number of 

different dance techniques. However, another was more uni-focused: to have a space for 
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the research and development of her specific performance projects.  In addition to the 

school, she was simultaneously conducting numerous outreach workshops in the D.C. 

community, which then allowed the community members to filter back into the school for 

additional classes or to populate their productions.  Lerman reminisces,   

The school worked beautifully well in the beginning.  Our recitals would 
have hundreds of people performing – all local performers – and their 
friends would all come. We would do these recitals with all these adults –
We had so much fun – these were fantastic – the school was just an 
amazing place. Hundreds of students and adults . . . And, I was very 
involved with working with the old people.  We had Dancers of the 3rd 
Age – we were working in the schools.  I was teaching at the Justice 
Department. I was teaching at the State Department.  And I was also at the 
Children’s Hospital. (personal communication, June 9, 2011) 
  
All the while Lerman was doing outreach, she was also in a constant process of 

searching for a school director, a person who could think about the school in an 

innovative manner.  Lerman needed this person to help take over her duties because her 

time was being split between teaching classes, choreographing new works, and touring.  

During this time, she felt that  “if she could find a visionary educational director to run 

the school then she could have both a touring company and the school; however, she 

could not find that person” (personal communication, June 9, 2011). In a follow-up 

interview, I asked her about the school and reasons why she thought the school 

eventually closed, and she repeated that she was unable to find a school director with a 

strong vision. She added, “Looking back, I am not sure if it was because I was casting too 

big of a shadow, or whether it was that nobody was really that interested in it” (personal 

communication, August 3, 2013).    
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It is interesting to note that the metaphorical shadow being cast by Lerman as  

Founding Director and the person who has, in Lerman’s terms, the first right of refusal  to 

accept or reject a project, is a recurring problem that will resurface multiple times in the 

following three decades that Lerman directs the Dance Exchange.  This issue of power is 

not specific to LLDX; it is a common challenge when there is a clear director in charge of 

an organization that also values collaboration.   The challenge is discovering a definition 

for  how those collaborative values will exist within a one-leader organization.  

In addition to the challenges of finding a strong, innovative school director, 

Lerman mentions a few other factors that contributed to the school closing in the early 

1980’s.  One was the age-old real estate concern regarding location. Lerman had suffered 

the same gentrification that Carla Perlo and Dance Project had suffered (see pp. 54-56 in 

Chapter IV).  This is a recurring theme continuing to plague dance studio directors who 

rent their real estate within urban areas, and Lerman’s experience in Washington, D.C. 

was no different. She specifies that the original Dance Exchange School was located on 

15th and Rhode Island Avenue in Washington, D.C., but when the rent was increased 

beyond the School’s control they moved to the Lansburgh Building, which at that time 

(around 1980 or 1981, according to Lerman’s memory) housed a number of non-profit 

arts groups and was located on 7th St. NW in Washington, D.C.  Although they were still 

in an easily accessible location in Washington, D.C., the building had many structural 

problems (such as the elevators always breaking down and leaks after a full rain) that 

made it difficult to increase student enrollment. During the process of the Lansburgh 

Building transitioning into what is now The Lansburgh Theater, the Dance Exchange 
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School found another location in Glen Echo Park, inside the Beltway, and accessible 

(then and now) by bus but not by  the Washington, D.C. Metro. This, Lerman stated, was 

the beginning of the end of the first era of the Dance Exchange School.   

This downturn time period extended from the late 1970’s through the early 1980’s 

and the challenges of location, in addition to the onset of popular  health clubs, soon had 

the Dance Exchange School closing its doors.  Lerman states,   

I believe that the entire modern dance world fell apart with the onset of 
health clubs. Our bread and butter had been the school. But we could not 
keep up - for all of these people the health clubs offered much better 
equipment, showers, diversity of classes and physical activities for a much 
lower price. (personal communication, June 9, 2011; August 3, 2013) 
 
As the Dance Exchange School began to struggle financially, Lerman’s touring 

work was constantly advancing.  Therefore, she decided to close the school, which 

created much distress for other members of the organization.  Lerman states, “At this 

point, I realize that it is my artistic sensibility that is the real driver.  I wanted to, I needed 

to make these dances, and I wanted to explore the impact of dance in communities, and 

[without the weight of the school], I could do both” (personal communication, June 9, 

2011). This ability of Lerman’s to transform a challenge into an opportunity is considered 

by organizational theorists to be an entrepreneurial skill that allows leaders to survive 

periods of uncertainty, especially when their organization is in the midst of a transition.  

Lerman, always interested in the ability to learn from experiences, is a leader who 

realizes that she has the power to create the world in which she wants to live and to work.  

As noted in the next section, part of this stick-to-it-ness she exemplified comes from a 
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philosophical foundation learned from her parents as well as an ability to see the world 

with a sense of possibilities and a work ethic that ensures possibilities turn into results.  

   Making a Dance World – Horizontal Heroism 

 Lerman, in both personal conversations and in her published articles and essays, 

highlights the profound influence that her father, a labor organizer and human rights 

advocate, had on her artistic work and her philosophy of life.  In Hiking the Horizontal, 

Lerman (2011) also writes about her mother: “She told me daily [that] I would have to 

learn to stand up for my own ideas. How being part of the crowd wasn’t worth it . . . 

seeing one’s own vision was much more valuable than being accepted . . . It was about 

ideas and vision, not status and wealth” (p. 28). This strong sense of forging ahead, even 

when it seems events are working against one, is a trait that serves Lerman well in the 

future and helps her situate her work in a world reaching beyond many traditional models 

of dance company projects and personnel.  Bridging ideas from both of her parents seems 

to have created a strong foundation for Lerman to pursue her own vision and to create an 

artistic world  utilizing dance as a vessel to engage in political dialogues, to challenge 

aesthetic norms, and to promote social advancement. One particular interest of hers was 

to help others think beyond binaries and to embrace a sense of pluralism – and to stretch 

the imagination in understanding what that pluralism could mean within an artistic 

performance.  Lerman was interested in creating dances that utilized words, songs, 

political viewpoints, members of all ages and cultures, as well as animals and inanimate 

objects.  This strong sense of pluralism is the basis for Lerman’s notion of “hiking the 

horizontal.” 
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 Liz’s philosophy of what it means to “hike the horizontal” is articulated 

beautifully in a speech she has recited verbatim to many audiences, in many different 

locations, and over a period of many years.  In this speech, Lerman calls hierarchical 

thinking into question as she highlights a different organization of the world where she 

would like to live, a world in which she is inviting others to participate.  Her words 

address what Nelson Goodman (1978) labels “weighting and ordering as a method of 

worldmaking” (p. 12). Both Goodman and Lerman speak of the inevitability of binaries 

as leading to problematic issues within this kind of “superlative thinking.” In her speech, 

Lerman details the hierarchy of power, weight, and ordering as   

. . . having a little tiny point at the top that is the truth,  [or the most 
important].  Let’s turn the hierarchy sideways so everything is equal, to 
create a full spectrum of possibilities. In a hierarchical world, the cutting 
edge is very tiny.  But in the world of equality, the work that I just made 
with a nursing home is cutting edge, too. However, making everything 
equal and creating that horizontal spectrum is easy to do in your head, but 
not so easy to do in the real world.  If you have been at the top of the 
hierarchy and you start to lose some of that power because of the shift 
towards that equality, what makes you think that it will stop when things 
are equal?  And if you’re at the bottom, you’re constantly struggling to 
achieve that equality.  When you get it, why would you stop there?  You’d 
want to keep going until you’re on top.  Some people find the dynamic to 
be a very slippery slope.  I find it very interesting to be slipping and 
sliding.  But it’s definitely about losing your place, or finding your place.  
And that can be difficult. (Lerman, www.danceexchange.org/toolbox) 
 
The slippery slope that Lerman alludes to in her above speech is one that she 

experienced as she experimented and tried different approaches to building her 

organization.  It is interesting to note how Lerman learned to embrace change within her 

organization from the beginning of its inception and how she incorporated the struggles 

she bumped up against into different creative projects and then into lessons that could be 
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captured by anecdotes and her pithy, easily remembered and repeatable, yet profound, 

statements.  

The title of her recent book, Hiking the Horizontal (2011), also illustrates 

Lerman’s continuing interest in what I refer to as “horizontalism” – an embodied 

philosophy that allows for the possibility of multiple truths to be realized simultaneously.  

However, by theorizing about a horizontal spectrum of what might be defined as cutting 

edge, Lerman is not offering a structure that negates quality control.  Drawing from my 

memories of working with her, Lerman was very clear about what work was of interest to 

her.  What she offers within her qualitative interests is a framework constructed of 

questions that allows artists and non-artists alike to create individualized criteria for 

evaluating artwork beyond merely holding a work up to the canon’s generalized criteria.   

I believe that Lerman uses this same framework to judge, as well as to question, her own 

work and drive her creative process. Primary questions from Lerman’s framework for 

evaluating artwork are asked so often by her that they also could be considered among 

the list of Lerman lessons: Who gets to dance? Where is it danced? What is the dance 

about? And why does it matter? 

 In the next section, I analyze these questions to understand how Liz describes 

them as lessons. 

Answering Lerman’s Questions: Who Gets to Dance?   

 Liz Lerman is most noted for her work with senior citizens both on and off the 

stage.  Her interest in collaborating with elder adults began with “Woman of Clear 

Vision” (1976), a dance created in homage to her recently deceased mother.  Lerman felt 
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that she could not make an impactful work about her mother’s passing without having 

older individuals on stage.  In conducting research to create the dance, Lerman offered a 

few dance workshops for elders at the Roosevelt for Senior Citizens in Washington, D.C.  

Her thought process was that she could offer a series of workshops with seniors, build 

trust, and research how she might be able to choreograph with older adults.  Her intention 

was to then invite seniors with whom she had a developed a rapport to be part of the 

dance.  She planned to complete the workshop series at the senior center after the dance 

premiered.  However, it was the senior adults who would not let Lerman stop her process 

with them causing her to not only continue working and performing with this group of 

dancers, but to also develop a name for them:  Dancers of the Third Age (DTA).  The core 

members of DTA worked with Lerman on a variety of projects, such as workshops in 

senior centers, small choreographic projects, and sometimes in small performances.    

 It is interesting to highlight the strategic process Lerman utilized to create her 

homage dance to her mother because it further fostered a new way of working within the 

dance world: incorporating senior citizens into a modern dance company.  In addition, 

her partnership with the elder adults of the Roosevelt for Senior Citizens and the resulting 

DTA created a specific niche for Lerman that provided a possible avenue for 

sustainability as well as a brand for her within the dance world.  I argue that her thought  
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process for this sustainability aligns with the following strong community engagement 

principles I learned and observed during my tenure with LLDX: 

1) develop a relationship and establish trust with individuals or members of a 

community with whom one would like to partner;  

2) move the relationship to the next level by initiating a collaborative project (in 

this initial case of Liz’s, it was inviting members from the Roosevelt for Senior 

Citizens to participate in the making of her 1976 dance, “Woman of Clear Vision”  

and;  

 3) honor mutual learning. 

 In Hiking the Horizontal (2011), Lerman  clarifies the process and learning 

achieved during the Roosevelt classes.  Working in movement sessions with seniors 

encouraged Lerman to develop new strategies for allowing dancers to increase their own 

capacity for dance expression and agility.  She also found that working with the seniors 

helped increase their personal health and well-being.  In the next section, I will reveal 

how, for Lerman, working with DTA in workshops and performances or other senior 

centers opened her artistic process to new understandings about honesty in movement.  

“Where is the Dance Happening?” and, “Why Does It Matter?” 

  For Liz Lerman, I would contend that truth in movement was about 

supplementing and allowing one’s idiosyncratic movement and individualized gesture to 

be present. While I worked at LLDX, I often heard Lerman define a dancer’s beauty as 

the ability to find honesty of experience in how one communicated that experience in 

movement. This sense of honest movement communication was something Lerman 
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further discovered while working with the seniors who she felt danced their life stories 

through unique gestures and individual movement patterns specific to each story.  

Working with these idiosyncratic ways of moving led Lerman to further explore the 

source of each movement in order to develop a choreographic whole.  Lerman (2011) 

writes,  

I also noticed that the older people danced harder, with more investment, 
if they understood the source of the movement.  From this discovery, these 
older dancers and I began to develop what would become a methodology 
of text and movement encompassing talking and dancing, storytelling and 
research, information and feeling, and the means by which these elements 
could be integrated into a choreographic whole (p. 46).   
 
Lerman also found that her discoveries when working with the elder dancers to 

embody honest self-expression could also be transferred to her work with younger 

dancers (defined by Lerman as anyone under the age of 45) who she brought in to interact 

with the seniors in the workshops. She describes how the younger dancers (further 

described by Lerman as sophisticated college students) developed a new sense of 

physicality when partnering with the elders. Lerman recounts this discovery in Hiking the 

Horizontal (2011): 

My young students began to develop real skills as they partnered the older 
dancers.  They learned how to dance fully while remaining aware of 
someone else . . . They learned how to focus outwardly even as they 
listened to their own inner stories.  They figured out how to read a room 
for space, for personality, to spark new movement ideas.  But above all, 
they learned how to be themselves, to be human as they danced. (p. 46)  
 
She began to see her work with seniors not only as having social benefits for all 

participants, but also for herself and the future field of dance. Lerman (2011) observed 

that, “work at the Roosevelt was also good for me as a person, as a teacher and as an 



 117 

artist – and ultimately not only good for me, but good for the art form of dance as well” 

(p. 43). This led her to question the power of different spaces for performance and to ask, 

“Where is the dance happening?”  This question became central to her work, and it led to 

other areas of inquiry. How do locations outside of the dance studio or the proscenium 

stage lead to the possibility of a wider definition of “dance as a fine art”? How are 

differing insights into relationships between dancers and their personal stories able to 

emerge within these new spaces for dance? 

 In addition to the above listed social and artistic benefits of working with senior 

adults, Lerman began to see that the workshops potentially offered a new approach to 

economic stability. She clarifies in her text Hiking the Horizontal:    

I began to talk about the work in senior centers as a training ground for 
professional dancers.  I talked about how it was like money in the bank:  the 
experiences we had at the senior center could serve us later in so many capacities 
in the dance world. (2011, p. 46)  
 

This realization is important since it highlights Lerman’s interest in developing a model 

that is mutually beneficial for both participant and practitioner:  It offers a movement and 

story telling service to an underserved senior citizen population while at the same time it 

advances artistic skills for the practitioner.  Here, Lerman begins to balance her artistic 

innovation with her interests in social advancement while also creating a potentially 

strong economic revenue base.   

Uniting the Various Projects into One Organization/Clarifying Ownership 

 During the 1970’s, Lerman worked to separate the different interests of her dance 

worlds: Dancers of the Third Age (DTA), The Dance Exchange School, The Dance 
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Exchange Touring Project, her workshops for non-dancers in the community, and her 

solo work.  However, she describes the boundaries surrounding each of the worlds as 

permeable, and she intentionally would have the members of each world intersect. For 

example, DTA always had a few younger dancers tour with them to schools, and her 

professional dance company (at this time called the Dance Exchange Touring Project) 

always had a couple of elder adults involved in the choreographic works primarily 

created for the company’s younger dancers.   However, the two companies were still 

considered separate entities with Lerman at times sensing the Dance Exchange Touring 

Project as more professionally based. Lerman explains that, “I guess I, too, was 

brainwashed by the values of the dance world and society at that time, and did not allow 

myself to see the older dancers as professional dancers” (personal communication, 

August 3, 2013).  She, nonetheless, was keenly aware of the potential for multiple 

learning outcomes from a single project in which the two dance worlds connected. She 

also “discovered the power for everyone in bringing together unlikely groups” (Lerman, 

2011, p. 46).    

 In addition to her workshops with seniors and her outreach in public schools 

during the 1970’s, Lerman created a series of solos that she toured nationally.  She also 

continued her research into community engagement with non-dancer participants.  She 

kept each of these distinct projects alive as separate programs. As discussed in an earlier 

section, the decision to close the Dance Exchange School caused dismay to many of her 

collaborators, especially since the school closure was followed by Lerman’s disbandment 

of both the DTA and the Dance Exchange Touring Project.   
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 Luckily, in the late 1970’s, the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act 

(CETA) provided funds for job training programs to nonprofit and public service 

organizations.  LLDX qualified for these funds and Lerman was able to pay for three 

part-time employees to help support the administrative responsibilities of the newly 

formed company.  The other half of their salaries was matched with foundation support.  

In my history as a professional dancer and a company director, I understand the need to 

pay dancers for their work and how this helps the employed artist feel appreciated as a 

“professional” as well as giving much needed extra income.  Lerman offered the 

following reason for undertaking the need to raise funds for her employees: 

One of the reasons I wanted to try to pay artists was I wanted that same 
sense of belonging, but also that same sense of commitment, both.  Then 
you don’t have to deal with this horrible thing of juggling everyone’s 
schedule and things that go on when you've got a million part-time people.  
I hated that. So yes, the thing to get artists paid early was big, very big. 
(personal communication, June 9, 2011) 
 
However, what might seem like a failure of the projects Lerman had been 

consistently developing in the 1970s became simply a new organization of the ideas and 

practices emerging through her early work. Around 1992, Lerman invited a group of 

multi-aged dancers to join her in a new phase of the organization’s growth, one that 

would have the goal of uniting all of her varied artistic foci into one dance company. This 

new incarnation of her artistic vision was publically acknowledged as The Liz Lerman 

Dance Exchange (LLDX).   
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Developing New Touring Models and Community Engagement Practices 

In this section, I discuss the transition from the Dance Exchange School to the Liz 

Lerman Dance Exchange multigenerational touring company. This includes the various 

phases of touring models and community engagement projects Lerman practiced. The 

next section addresses how she found the company members and their skills.  

Lerman was not only among the first choreographers in the mid 1970s to organize 

a multigenerational dance company, but also among the first choreographers to create 

dances that involved a variety of individuals, incorporated dancers with non-dancers, 

used spoken words, involved humans, animals, and machines.  Lerman comments: 

I promoted a certain, a little bit, of an outsider status. I claimed an 
outsider status as a good thing. We are not totally inside the dance 
world.  We are mavericks. We are on the outside. We have a 
bigger mission than just our own dance.  We have a larger sense.  I 
don’t know to what extent that appeals to other people. But it can 
be a certain kind of engine for some people.  (personal 
communication, June 9, 2011)  
 

Since the LLDX worked outside the parameters of more traditional dance companies, it 

makes sense that the economic model and organizing principles would also be 

innovative.    

Lerman often utilized a model of co-teaching for her workshops in which 

different company members would lead different parts of a workshop. Her practice of 

shifting leadership within a workshop session and pairing leaders of different generations 

provided the participants with the benefits of various energies and experiences offered by 

co-facilitators of different ages. This co-teaching intergenerational model is, for the most 

part, unique to LLDX and offers another distinct trait separating Lerman’s organization 
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from others.  The general pattern was that a senior citizen would create a pace that could 

comfort workshop participants who worked better with a less rapid flow of information, 

and the other co-teacher could infuse the room with a youthful spirit of energy.   

Thus, leadership and followship were then, and are still, skills constantly being 

learned and put into practice in all LLDX rehearsals, workshops, and meetings.  Lerman 

explained to me that she also utilized co-teaching, specifically hiring company members 

with diversified skills, as a way to expand workshop possibilities and to advance the 

outcomes of what the LLDX could accomplish on tour.  Further, having company 

members trained in working with diverse groups and in diverse environments meant that 

multiple workshops could take place simultaneously in different locations, thereby 

expanding the participant pool and increasing the revenue generated by the LLDX service 

offerings. In summary, Lerman developed a brand, and then gathered people around her 

who believed in this brand of community engagement practices.  Lerman has now 

formulated her workshop methods into a series of copyrighted practices that she lists in 

her toolbox on her website. (See www.danceexchange.org/toolbox for more specific 

information and details on LLDX tools to build community engagement.)  

 The LLDX often used a model of community engagement for their touring 

engagements during the 1980s and the early 1990s that purposefully left open spaces 

within a set choreography in order to connect and engage the individual needs of each 

community participant with Lerman’s broader choreographic framework. Other 

companies, such as David Dorfman Dance and Oberlin Dance Collective, have used a 

similar community engagement model.  The outcomes of this type of touring model have 
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many social, artistic, and economic benefits.  Socially and artistically, the visiting artist is 

able to interact with community members by sharing a company’s process and 

connecting this to the community’s individual needs.  This interaction also creates deeper 

relationships between the dance artists and the community members, cultivating an 

increased awareness and appreciation of the work at hand by both the community 

participants and the dancers in the touring project.  Economically, by involving 

performers from the community in the production, the audience grows to include family 

members and community sponsors.  Tickets sales increase and possibilities for outside 

funding become more attainable. 

 By the mid 1990s, the LLDX better understood how it could adapt its community 

engagement model to one where it created original works with members of the 

community.  This allowed for projects to be sustained for three or four years, with 

members of the LLDX coming back for approximately one to two weeks per year to help 

generate material and deepen their connection with different members of the community.  

It also offered time for new funders to develop an interest in and offer continuing support 

for the community project after seeing what was beginning to take shape in the program.  

Additionally, the LLDX model offered space for multiple dancers to have a voice 

in the choreography. Because the projects were often so large in terms of time, 

participants, and mise en scene, Lerman began to “commission” company members to 

help with the choreography.  This was one way that Lerman tried to satisfy the creative 

interests of some of the company members who were interested in choreographing, while 

at the same time, it helped her to manage these large-scale productions.  Parts of the 
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evening-length works would be choreographed by company members utilizing LLDX 

tools or their own innovative practices.  The final approval for all choreographic choices 

was made by Lerman and she often edited the choreographed selections in order to help 

create a more cohesive final product.   

Although some of the long-term community engagement projects seemed 

expensive for funders, the projects were managed in such as way as to just break even.   

Lerman observes: 

You know we were always a pretty skinny organization.  I often felt that 
one of the things for me was I would raise enough money to do my work 
but not too much money.  In other words, I never let fundraising take over, 
ever, which I think can happen, the tail can whip the dog, but it did not in 
my case.  I just raised enough to eke by (personal communication, June 9, 
2011).  

 
Lerman – knowing that she was not going to stress fundraising – planned the 

projects in such a way as to have just enough funding to survive.  In addition, 

because she was trying to create projects with width as much as depth, she had to 

find ways to sustain the multi-year community engagement residencies.  She often 

worked with presenters and lead community members to help secure funding for 

her projects, spreading the costs, knowing that if multiple members would be able 

to pay for small amounts of the touring project, there would be  investments 

created from a number of partners as well as  more possibilities for splitting the 

expenses. 

Lerman further notes that no matter how many different groups from the 

community were involved in a workshop or performance with LLDX, the audience and 
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the critics primarily focused on the seniors.  Her ability to engage an older population 

with mastery and to create performance works highlighting seniors in a positive light is a 

gift that continues to build her reputation and etch a strong and unique space for her in 

the dance world.  

Lerman created many of the large community engagement performance projects 

with the idea that the local artists commissioning her work and those dancers trained 

during the project would continue to work with elders after the LLDX project was 

completed.  Lerman hoped that the artists would continue to perform with and teach 

seniors and to see this artistic practice as a strong model for economic and artistic 

sustainability.  Sadly, she notes, many people with whom she worked were not focused 

on continuing to pursue artistic endeavors with senior populations.  “They throw away a 

perfectly viable model that could help sustain their artistic work because they are not 

really interested in working with seniors” (personal communication, June 9, 2011).   

Internal Culture:  Who Gets to Dance With LLDX? 
   
 Liz made certain that the LLDX core group resembled the various communities 

with whom the LLDX partnered.    I remember hearing her say that, sometimes, it is 

helpful to have a representative of the community lead a workshop; yet, at other times it 

is actually a hindrance. Lerman utilized co-teaching as a model that not only helped to 

assuage this concern but also helped to embody the multiculturalism and the 

multigenerational philosophies of her organization.  

 Lerman hired people willing to work with people unlike themselves and in 

unaccustomed situations. When asked how Liz assembles her team of players, she stated, 
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“I hire to my weaknesses” (personal communication, June 9, 2011).  What does this 

mean, exactly?  What are Liz’s weaknesses?  In our interview, she separated her 

challenges as an administrator from the challenges she faced artistically, noting that even 

more challenges arise when needing to find the skills to crossover between the roles of an 

administrator and artist.   Lerman describes looking for company members who are 

willing to not only share these challenges with her, but who also have abilities to help her 

meet them head-on. She sees these abilities as being tied to the love of being off balance, 

both literally on a physical level as a dancer and metaphorically as an employee 

navigating through a lot of uncertainty.    

To be Comfortable with the Unfamiliar as well as Uncomfortable with the Familiar 

Artistic residencies at the LLDX are not your basic run-of-the-mill artistic 

pursuits.  As stated previously, Liz often partnered with individuals and organizations 

that were outside of the dance world. Because of the enormous amount of engagement 

work that the LLDX provided, Liz made certain that the LLDX core group of individuals 

resembled the various communities with whom the LLDX partnered.  Further, Lerman 

utilized co-teaching between members of LLDX and community members as a model 

that not only helped to assuage the amount of engagement needed within each project, 

but which also helped to embody the multiculturalism and the multigenerational 

philosophies of her organization.  

 One thing I learned during my tenure with the LLDX is that partnering with 

individuals, organizations, and objects unlike oneself provides opportunities for self-

reflection. In this way, a person can better understand her or his own patterns of 
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communication, ideas, and values by having to constantly reflect on what is working and 

what is not. Thus, the ability to partner and the ability to genuinely value partnering in 

diverse manners was another skill she looked for in her dancers. Following are some of 

the skills Lerman mentioned as being important for a successful LLDX member. 

Ability to be Off-Balance 

The physical ability to partner often meant that the dancers would be able to share 

weight metaphorically and physically by balancing the administrative needs, leadership, 

and “followership” utilized in the LLDX projects. In addition, she looked for company 

members who demonstrated the ability to support and be supported by members of the 

community during the touring residencies.  This ability to be comfortable being 

supported while “off balance” and then being able to support others while also off 

balance was not only a skill Lerman looked for in artists, but for management purposes as 

well. Lerman states, “It was discovering that people had to be incredibly flexible. And 

they had to be willing to handle a lot of unknowns” (personal communication, June 11, 

2009).  She claims that partnering with individuals, organizations, and objects unlike 

oneself provides opportunities for self-reflection. In this way, a person can better 

understand his/her own patterns of communication, ideas, and values by having to 

constantly reflect on what is working and what is not.  Company members had to be able 

to share weight physically and metaphorically by balancing the administrative needs, the 

leadership, and “followership” utilized in the LLDX choreographic processes.  
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Ability to Invent Movement and Build Structures to Foster Creativity  
 
 Another artistic skill Lerman looked for in the dancers she hired was movement 

invention.  She states: “I have lots of methods for getting to movement invention. But, 

that’s because I am not inventive, which I think has everything to do with my classical 

background” (personal communication, June 9, 2011).   The ability to turn this weakness 

into a strength has been one path leading to Lerman’s constant ability to find work. While 

I worked at LLDX, I learned a great deal about developing inventive teaching and 

movement strategies, as well as research methods for exploring those strategies, in order 

to solve complex problems that constantly arose in different situations. Although Lerman 

and LLDX Company Members many times created these research methods as a means to 

solve choreographic challenges, the problem-solving structures were often applicable and 

useful for non-dance functions.  This ability to package her research and corresponding 

knowledge in a way that could easily be understood and utilized in other disciplines is an 

aspect of Lerman’s work that allowed her to connect with audiences outside of the dance 

world.   

Why People Work for this Artist – Why They Leave and Why They Stay  
 
 When asked why she thought dancers were drawn to become company members 

of the LLDX, Lerman offered a number of different ideas. Interestingly, although her 

company offers a bit of security for a dancer (most company members have a contract 

that outlines a full-time job comprised of forty-plus hours per week, for an average of 

forty weeks of the annual year, with health benefits), Liz clearly states job benefits would 

not be a reason for a dancer to stay.  As one would expect, different eras of the 
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organization yielded employees with varied interests.  Some dancers stayed because 

LLDX supported their interest in the connections of art and community in action.  These 

dancers stayed long enough to develop a strong foundation in that area and then moved 

on to develop these ideas in their own practices. Other company members were interested 

in the combination of storytelling, acting, and dancing that was at the center of Lerman’s 

choreographic work. Lerman states:  

For some, perhaps, it was the touring and that they could feel that they 
were living the life of dancer. That was somehow their dream and this was 
one of the few places that you could do that. Some people just liked 
dancing with old people.  I think there are aspects even very early on that 
the Dance Exchange was a humane organization – one in which 
everybody gets to grow, not just the person in charge.  And incidentally 
towards the end, upon my leaving, that changed to everybody gets to 
grow, and that means the person in charge or perhaps better stated as:  not 
only the others but actually the person in charge also gets to grow. 
(personal communication, June 9, 2011) 
 

Being a past company member of the Dance Exchange, I think it is probably a 

combination of all of the above. In my case, it was the latter—everybody gets to grow.  

 Lerman also seemed to promote an environment in which failure was cast as a 

learning opportunity. She initiated projects where she and the organizational members 

could learn from the artistic process and from collaborators.  For instance, when I first 

interviewed for a position with the organization, she asked me questions about what I 

wanted to learn and what I thought I could learn at the Dance Exchange. I found it 

interesting that she framed questions in this manner rather than asking what I could offer 

the institution.  Over the three years of my tenure with the Dance Exchange, I noticed that 

Lerman, when speaking to presenters in meetings that focused on future projects, 
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consistently pointed out the learning that would be possible for all participants involved 

with a project. 

Group or team learning is highlighted by a number of organizational development 

specialists as crucial for the success of the organizational environment.  Organizational 

development researcher Peter Senge (2006) writes:  

There had never been a greater need for mastering team learning in 
organizations than there is today.  Individual learning, at some level, is 
irrelevant for organizational learning.  But if teams learn, they become 
microcosms for learning throughout the organization.  Insights gained are 
put into actions . . . within organizations, team learning has three critical 
dimensions.  First, there is the need to think insightfully about complex 
issues.  Here, teams must learn how to tap the potential for many minds to 
be more intelligent than one mind. While easy to say, there are powerful 
forces at work in organizations that tend to make the intelligence of the 
team less than, not greater than, the intelligence of individual team 
members. (p. 219) 

 
Senge (1990; 2006) focuses on how the learning possibilities available to employees 

within an organization are central for avoiding a constant turnover of employees in an 

institution. Furthermore, Senge claims team learning is a method through which the 

organization, a system comprised of individuals, is able to survive and adapt, as long as 

the individuals within the organizational system are able to sense they are respected and 

trusted as well as being empowered to help build and transform the work of the 

organization.    

LLDX Organizational Structure 

A Learning Organization 

 As noted by its name, the Dance Exchange implies transfer of dance knowledge.  

If one accepts Senge’s theories on what constitutes a “learning organization,” then it 
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would make sense that an exchange or sharing of knowledge, both movement and ideas, 

would allow for sustainability and longevity in employees.  However, as one unpacks 

what is involved with knowledge exchanges, other challenges concerning ownership, 

accountability, and power are uncovered. When ideas are shared, and when an 

organization such as The Liz Lerman Dance Exchange finds its economic stability in 

“packaging knowledge structures,” who ultimately owns the copyright for the new artistic 

tools created?  The term Dance Exchange seems to convey a democratic flow of ideas; 

however, by naming the organization the Liz Lerman Dance Exchange, it is clear that 

Lerman maintains the final say over which ideas/projects/decisions carry the most 

weight. What would motivate a dancer to share and participate in this exchange? Does it 

have to do with getting paid for your artistic contributions, or, as posited by 

organizational development theorists such as Covey, S.R. (2004),  Senge (1990), Drucker 

(1989) and Wheatley (2007), is it really enough to contribute to a cause larger than 

oneself.    

 For Lerman, the challenges for approaching issues of power and ownership were 

focused around questions such as: who holds the center?  She observes: “I’m a visionary, 

and want to realize my visions.  I don’t know if I could be part of a self-organizing 

system where everyone is equal, but I am a really good turn taker” (personal 

communication, June 9, 2011).  However, it is important to realize that the person who  
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holds the center and/or the one whose name is on the organization is accountable for the  

quality of all projects produced. In her interview, Lerman stated:  

I have had a first refusal with everything that came in to the organization 
because I was also the default person.  I was responsible for the quality of 
everything that we put out.  I've been trying for years to not be 
responsible. (personal communication, June 9, 2011) 
 
There is an enormous amount of responsibility that is placed on the leader or 

director of an organization.  Lerman realizes that creating space for the ideas of others 

and hearing different points of view offered possibilities for projects to advance. 

Nonetheless, with this possible advancement come many challenges for which she was 

ultimately accountable.  What happens when a director offers the space and generosity 

for company members to put forth their artistic ideas, but the ideas are not as strong or 

defined as what the director might envision?  Lerman explains her process and interests 

in holding such responsibility:  

When I have an idea and I need to figure this thing out, then I need to have 
more control.  I'm extremely interested in getting as many ideas that I can 
and when I get ideas from people, I'm really, really happy to let their ideas 
influence me.  I love being influenced, but I'm still in control. (personal 
communication, June 9, 2011) 

 
The process of allowing many ideas to influence a final decision is what Lerman 

calls “synthesis.”  She is clear that, although there are various ideas that contribute to a 

dialogue, there is always a mediator or a person who makes the final decision of how 

those ideas will take final shape. She understands her process of synthesis as very 

different from ruling through consensus. She acknowledges the challenges that a shared 

leadership model presents, a model that asks members to constantly shift roles and  
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maintain a sense of awareness and generosity during constant transitions. She explains: 

We made a lot of different distinctions along the way if you look at a 
spectrum, total control, total not control, lots and lots of variation going on 
at the Dance Exchange all those years and it just got better when we could 
be more articulate about it, or when I could be more articulate about it.  
(Lerman, personal communication, June 9, 2011)  
 
This process of synthesis is one that she often uses in both her artistic creations 

and in the organization’s administration.  As noted above, this hybrid process of a 

collective/bureaucratic process carries the possibility to create confusion and frustration 

for members, particularly if they are being asked to step toward or away from a 

leadership role at a time when they are not ready to make the shift.  Lerman continues to 

clarify how input is garnered from many, but is finally synthesized by the leader, and 

how leadership shifts.  She states:  

There is always a leader, it’s just that the leader shifts.  Somebody runs a 
meeting.  Somebody runs a rehearsal.  Somebody runs a keynote. 
Somebody runs a planning session. Somebody runs a - there’s always 
somebody in charge.  But it is just that this person can shift. Within this 
synthesizing structure lots and lots of people might research the question 
or the problem with a budget or an artistic challenge, and then there would 
be some synthesizing process in which the information came together.  
And then there is a final person – I was the final person for most of the 
stage work, John Borstel for the writing.  But none of us ever just said, do 
this.”  Always there’s a lot of sharing, and getting people’s input. 
(personal communication, June 9, 2011) 

  
The ability to be a “final person” – the one who has the assertiveness to make a 

final decision, but also can synthesize many different ideas and move the decision beyond 

the leader’s own ego to what is best for the mission or vision of the company -- is a skill 

that often takes years to develop.  Collins (2011), whose work analyzes the leadership 
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and structures of great organizations that are built to last, asserts that employees follow 

leaders of great organizations because these leaders,  

channel their ego and intensity into something larger and more enduring 
than themselves.  They’re ambitious, to be sure, but for a purpose beyond 
themselves, be it building a great company, changing the world, or 
achieving some great object that’s ultimately not about them . . . these 
leaders [exhibit a] most important trait:  they’re incredibly ambitious, but 
their ambition is first and foremost for the cause, for the company, for the 
work, not themselves. (pp. 31-32) 
 
The process of clarifying who has the responsibility to make final decisions does 

help, as long as that person is attuned to the needs of the group and is able to 

communicate with sensitivity how the decision best supports the needs of the company as 

a whole, not only the leader or any one individual.  The most successful leaders, 

governing through Lerman’s “synthesis” concept, will always appreciate the 

contributions of the members throughout the process.  As noted throughout the previous 

Dance Place Case Study, Chapter IV, when employees feel that their contributions are 

appreciated and valued, they are much more likely to want to engage in the development, 

wellness, and advancement of an organization.  

Additional Ways Lerman Cultivates Ownership, Loyalty, and Generosity 

 As previously stated, Lerman was able to offer her dancers pay, health insurance, 

steady work,  learning opportunities, and performing possibilities.  For many, this was 

enough; however, Lerman states that she could sense other needs, wants, and interests 

from many of her company members.  She often noticed that dancers were interested in 

collaborating, but also wanted a chance to have their own work produced.  Throughout 

the 1990s, Lerman tried to address this concern by presenting a concert comprised of the 



 134 

LLDX Company Members’ personal choreography.  This is evidence when she started 

the Hallelujah Project around 1998, in which the central company members at that time 

seemed to be satisfied with the ability to choreograph sections of the large production, 

even though Lerman was the overall artistic decision-maker.  

I remember having many conversations with Lerman concerning the Hallelujah  

Project  while I was an LLDX company member.  I was excited about contributing to the 

larger idea of this project - of communities of different faiths coming together to research 

questions of praise.  The freedom that was given to me as an LLDX company member 

and as a collaborating artist in Lerman’s project allowed me to learn and to explore many 

artistic ideas.  However, as a contributor, I, at times, felt it difficult to clearly see the 

boundaries between my work and the work of LLDX.  I have now noticed that Lerman 

currently tries to address this concern through her program notes by describing her 

creative process and acknowledging the contributions of the dancers as choreographers. 

She does this in a way that simultaneously honors the dancers as well as her artistic 

direction and the conceptual rigor and ownership of the choreography. However, the 

privilege of getting more responsibility artistically and administratively was something 

Lerman felt needed to be earned, by each person, each day.  I repeat her earlier statement 

when she clearly states: “We often failed miserably.  If anybody at DE tried to play 

around with [the idea that] you had your position because you had the stripes on your 

sleeve . . . I don’t think anybody like that made it for very long” (personal 

communication, June 9, 2011).  The sense of who had achieved and earned their 
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choreographic stripes, however, was determined by Lerman according to her own 

standards.   

SEE, WANT, DO --- Rigorous Discipline as a Path to Sustainability 

 As stated above, Lerman was anti-hierarchy and anti-seniority; however, 

she also believed that power and responsibility in LLDX had to be earned by 

individuals – including herself – each day.  She states that she looked for dancers 

and administrators who would see, want and then do the work necessary to 

actualize projects.  This went along with Lerman’s self-definition of being a 

work-a-holic when she states that, ”I am just very willful and, the other thing is, I 

am addicted to getting work” (personal communication, June 11, 2011). This 

ethos of hard work was present throughout the organization and emphasized in 

her often quoted slogan of “real work, real reward.”  As a Company Member, I 

realized that there was ample space to start something and, if an employee put in 

the first bits of work to make that something happen and continued to do the work 

necessary to see the project through, often times the organization was supportive.   

However, “that something” needed to still fit into the mission and vision that 

Lerman created for the LLDX. 

 An example of one company member being able to initiate a project and develop 

it through her hard work is Gesel Mason with her Teen Initiative, later renamed the Teen 

Exchange.  Mason, a company member from 1996-2001, mentioned to Lerman how she 

really loved to work with teenagers and that she felt this focus was missing when she first 

came to the Dance Exchange.  Lerman then gave her the freedom to begin a project for 



 136 

middle and high school youth, Teen Initiative, which was later taken over by Elizabeth 

Johnson (Company Member from 2000-2012). Lerman renamed the original project the 

Teen Exchange, mostly because the term initiative sounded to her as if it represented a 

project written for a grant. When the Teen Initiative originated, I remember Liz 

commenting on how happy she was to have a project that she did not have to initiate or 

maintain, but one that furthered the mission of her company as a whole and which could 

be folded into the LLDX’s goals even if not continuing under the auspices of the original 

creator. This seems to be the See, Want, Do practice that Lerman was looking for in her 

employees and, ideally, the modus operandi she wanted more company members to 

utilize in order to initiate projects that furthered the goals of LLDX:  

The thing about LLDX is that if you want more, then do more . . . I would 
say that over the past ten years I created a lot of room in the organization 
for people to step up.  I attempted to get everybody to own everything. 
And you see it in Elizabeth Johnson and the way she worked with the 
Teen Exchange: there you see a whole program get funded, happen, get 
launched, and I had nothing to do with it. That was excellent to me.  
(personal communication, June 9, 2011) 

 
What’s in a Name? 
 
 In 2010 Lerman realized that in order for the company members to really feel 

ownership of the organization, she needed to retire.  Lerman recounts:   

I realized that I was casting too large a shadow and that my economic 
model did not seem to fit the way the new LLDX dancers wanted to work.  
My model is a service-oriented model [the services being community 
engagement residencies and working with seniors as a way to generate 
revenue] and for a new model to be created, it would really require my 
leaving the organization.  (personal communication, June 9, 2011)   
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As of June 30, 2011 – in a move to help a new generation of company members feel a 

sense of ownership in the company whose mission Liz and previous LLDX generations 

worked so hard to shape– the current company has reverted to its original name of The 

Dance Exchange.  Although there still is one Artistic Director who has the final say, 

Lerman’s expectations are that the company will finally be more ensemble-based. She 

summarizes: 

As soon as I announced my departure there was a big shift and that was 
really excellent.  I am observing [a sense of ownership] enormously right 
now because these guys are taking over and owning it. And now that they 
own it, they are working so much harder.  I mean they always worked 
hard, but now they are really working hard. They are working at the level I 
want them to work at.  They are working at it because they own it.  It’s 
theirs – it’s not mine – it’s theirs (personal communication, June 9, 2011).  
 

It is interesting to note that Lerman felt that her departure would be the only way that the 

new generation of company members would be able to carry on the original mission of 

the organization and work towards more of an ensemble based Dance Exchange.  

A New View 

It has been two years since Lerman stepped down from the organization 

she founded. What new worlds has she been working to create?  In a recent 

follow-up conversation with Lerman, I asked her to compare her work as an 

organizational director with her new identification as an independent artist. She 

reflects:   

In retrospect I can liken my role at LLDX as being a leader of a sovereign 
state.  All of my actions were intended to protect everything and everyone 
inside of its boundaries.  All my actions were made to ensure that I could 
provide work for the company members and sustain the organization.  In 
collaborating with others on projects there was always a boundary that I 
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needed to keep intact in order to protect this sovereign state.  Now, since I 
am free of that I can collaborate more fully, I come to a project without 
having to think about how I can make the outcome productive for 
everyone else, now it’s just me. (personal communication, August 3, 
2013) 
 
Lerman’s current projects are similar to the projects that she implemented with 

the LLDX, with the exception that she is spending more time as a guest artist in 

universities.  On her work with universities, Lerman states: 

They're playing with this idea about creativity.  They think that students 
need to learn creativity the way they learn writing, so I'm doing a little 
work with them and we'll see where that goes.  I'm still at Wesleyan with 
science stuff, the stuff at Harvard, there’s some stuff happening at Carlton 
right now.  It's kind of interesting.  (personal communication, June 9, 
2011) 
 

When I asked if she wanted to become a full time university professor, she stated: 

I’m not interested in being consistent in one place. I don't really want one.  
I would like several.  I like visiting. I mean I've just said I'm interested in 
higher education change, but I'm not sure I'm interested from within.  I 
think you lose a lot of opportunity once you're there on a regular basis.  I 
think you have more opportunities as an outsider.  I will probably always 
be an outsider. (personal communication, June 9, 2011) 
 

 Lerman claims an outsider status and still seems to revel in being a maverick.  It 

allows her to think beyond the confines of any one particular viewpoint.  After all, if one 

is inside a world then there is an unspoken and assumed agreement to abide by the laws 

that govern it, just as she expected her company members to abide by the rules and 

mission of LLDX.  To be outside, however, allows individuals and groups to create and 

abide by new laws and, perhaps, a changed world. The paradox and challenge for Lerman 

was how to create a changed world from the outside while also feeling like she needed to 

be the center within the new world created and further develop methods for 



 139 

communicating  a differing set of governing laws, whether spoken or assumed, in this 

new world.  Perhaps, for Lerman, the success of being able to move back and forth from 

the center to the outside is determined by how she develops a group of dancers who can 

not only support this off-center motion, but who also value it as motivating the world of 

art, a world bigger than their own specific interests. Yet, this off-center mobility needed a 

push, a spark, and Liz Lerman worked tirelessly to be that catalyst.  

It seems this is the catalyst leadership trait working again – Lerman created a 

sovereign state and once it was established she needed to find her place as an outsider 

again – to shape a new sovereign state to create, to provoke, to open.  She created the 

organization and mission, found the people that believe and are willing to work for that 

mission, and now she can move on as the organization continues to find ways to sustain 

itself, and become its own sovereign state. 

It seems paradoxical to hear Lerman speak about the ability to freely collaborate 

now that she no longer has an organization to protect.  When she had an organization, her 

focus and intent was spent on seeking partners with whom she could collaborate who 

would help to advance the mission of the LLDX. Lerman is a leader who will always be 

interested in learning about and advancing the goals of something she deeply cares about. 

Lerman states, “When one’s humanitarianism desires, or sense of self is defined by the 

capacity to be generous and [when that desire] is congruent with an artistic drive – well, 

that's a beautiful thing . . . And, in my defense, I can only say that the next dance was 

always better” (personal communication, June 9, 2011).  Lerman is using the term 

“dance” both literally and metaphorically to represent the ongoing learning that sustains 



 140 

her goals and interest in artistic ideas, with or without an organization’s support.   It is 

also clear that she continues her pursuit of shape-shifting and constantly re-imagining her 

work and creating new worlds of possibilities for herself and her collaborators.  She has 

created the momentum for what she values in art and can now enjoy her continued 

motion, the “real rewards of her real work.” 
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Notes 

 
 

                                                
1  I define the term “followership” in this specific context, as an aspect of leadership 

in which leaders step  back in order to create space for others to follow.  
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CHAPTER VI 
 

UNIVERSITY PROFESSORS AND ARTISTIC DIRECTORS 
 

        Universities are the Catharine de Medici’s of this era 
                                                                          Joan Frosch, September 7, 2013 
 
 The previous case studies in Chapters IV and V offer two different models of 

sustainable dance organizations within the Washington, D.C. area.  For Dance Place, 

ownership of their physical space provides sustainability by providing a place to house a 

number of different dance organizations and events.  In addition, Dance Place actively 

engages with the Washington, D.C. community through partnering with a number of 

organizations and by offering a variety of services to support their presentational and 

educational dance programming.  On the other hand, Liz Lerman and The Liz Lerman 

Dance Exchange, while maintaining a physical space in Washington, D.C., focused 

substantially on touring, community engagement work that mostly took place outside of 

the Washington, D.C. area.  Both of those data chapters investigated the leadership, the 

internal culture of the organizations, and the economic plans that supported the 

organizations’ sustainability over three decades.   

 This chapter looks at examples of a paradigm whereby artistic directors find full-

time employment within university settings while simultaneously directing their dance 

companies.  The examples cited offer a historical perspective on working with university 

systems.  The data is culled from interviews with artistic directors William (Bill) Evans, 

Tere O’Connor, and Maida Withers as well as from extant research on this topic.  Each of 
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these artistic directors has a different type of relationship with his/her university.  This 

chapter also describes less than full-time relationships between a dance artist and a 

university.  The experiences of the artists studied provide insights into the different 

benefits, privileges, and challenges for the artist, university students, company dancers, 

the university, the community close to the university, and the greater dance field.  In the 

first section of this chapter, I introduce the artists.  The following section describes their 

economic models.  The next section outlines a variety of ways in which other artistic 

directors and their company members may contract with a university.  Finally, I discuss 

the complexities of these relationships for the university, its students, artistic directors, 

and the local community.   

Artist Descriptions 

William (Bill) Evans 
 

William (Bill) Evans has worked with universities for about 46 years.  During 

1967-74, he was a creative associate at the University of Utah, serving as artistic 

coordinator, dancer, choreographer and teacher with Repertory Dance Theatre (RDT), a 

full time professional modern dance company that was in residence at the University of 

Utah College of Fine Arts.  RDT is celebrating its 40th anniversary this year, and Evans 

still maintains a relationship as a frequent choreographer and company teacher, and as a 

member of the company’s advisory board.  Bill Evans’s tenure at RDT allowed him to 

develop a national reputation as a successful choreographer, performer, teacher and 

administrator.  In 1974, he transitioned out of RDT and formed his own company, but 

continued to work at the University of Utah as an assistant professor of modern dance.  
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 The University of Utah created a pathway for his company to relocate to Seattle, 

where he ran an educational entity, Dance Theatre Seattle, and simultaneously helped to 

build the University of Washington Dance Program.  In 1978, the Bill Evans Dance 

Company (BEDCO) became the resident company of the University of Washington 

(UW) Dance Program, and Evans became a visiting professor at UW, the second phase of 

an educational/dance company partnership.  Evans remained in Seattle for eight years and 

then moved for one year to the Winnipeg Conservatory where he established an 

association between the School of Contemporary Dancers Professional Program and the 

University of Winnipeg.  He then relocated to the University of Indiana, where the 

BEDCO was in residence during Evans’s tenure as Associate Professor and Director of 

Contemporary Dance.  In 1988, he moved to the University of New Mexico where he 

was Head of the Dance Program until 1992.  He retired as a full professor emeritus of 

dance in 2004.  Currently, Evans is the Resident Artist in the Dance Department at 

Brockport University, a position that he has held for the past 9 years.  While serving in 

each of his university positions, Evans simultaneously conducted a number of guest artist 

residencies at national and international university campuses under the auspices of the 

BEDCO. 

 At his current SUNY Brockport position, Evans teaches 30 weeks per year, 

essentially an annual contract.  Combined with his other responsibilities, he works 12-

hour days, 6 or 7 days a week, and thrives on the diversity and intensity of his teaching 

and touring as a choreographer and a performer.  In his words, “he carries more than his 

share of the work at the College at Brockport, but strategically creates his schedule to 
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take advantage of weekend, evening, vacation, and summer opportunities to accomplish 

his professional work outside of his university position” (Evans, personal 

communication, 2013).  He continues to receive grants and choreographic commissions 

and is currently the executive director and the main administrator of his company, 

organizing tours comprised mostly of teaching and choreographic residencies.  He 

performs, sometimes as a solo artist, sometimes as a duet with his partner, Don Halquist, 

and sometimes with his company.  His company is comprised of dancers who have 

received MFAs in Dance at SUNY Brockport under Evans’s direction. BEDCO performs 

on a project basis in Rochester and in Western New York, as well as at national 

conferences and festivals.   

 Evans’s artistic journey offers historical markers that highlight ways in which 

artistic directors have been able to partner with universities.  Evans’s company work 

began with a unique situation in which a foundation funded university positions for him 

and his RDT colleagues.  He then transitioned out of RDT and designed the BEDCO in a 

similar manner to that of RDT, a Resident Company in a variety of university and 

educational settings.  Currently his company work is separate from his university 

professorship, although the two positions he serves (Artistic Director of the BEDCO and 

Artist in Residence at SUNY Brockport) support and strengthen his artistic contributions 

to each organization. Tere O’Connor offers a subtle variation of Evans’s model.  

Tere O’Connor  

Dance artist Tere O’Connor, who has sustained a dance company since 1982, 

initially funded his career as a guest artist at multiple universities. Over the last twenty 
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years, however, O’Connor slowly started to develop a more permanent presence in 

universities. From 1990-1999 he was an Adjunct Instructor at New York University 

(NYU).  During this time period, he also received a number of prestigious grants and 

fellowships from organizations including but not limited to National Endowment for the 

Arts, National Dance Project, National Presenters Network, and New England 

Foundation for the Arts.  From 2004-2007, he served as a guest professor at Ohio State 

University, where he worked full time for one quarter each year.  In 2007, he was hired 

by University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign (UIUC) where he holds a full-time 

tenured position. He works from January to May each year and focuses on his company 

work during the summer and fall semesters. 

In describing his annual schedule in relation to touring and teaching at UIUC, 

O’Connor states: 

I try to tour outside of the time when I’m at the university because I really 
take it seriously that they gave me this freedom that I shouldn’t be going 
away a lot when I’m supposed to be there. So I always make my work in 
the fall, my New York work, in the fall. And then touring happens after the 
spring semester. Which isn’t that different – you know no dance 
companies work for a full year and it takes a while [for a newly created 
work] to tour. (O’Connor, personal communication, September 8, 2011) 
 
As evidenced in the above quote, O’Connor stated multiple times in his interview 

how important it is that he is fully engrossed with his university responsibilities while he 

is on contract during the spring semesters.  He knows that UIUC has provided him with 

opportunities that are not often made possible for university professors.  He has learned 

not to take advantage of this and has created a schedule that allows him to meet all of his 

university duties and still have a strong presence in the New York City dance scene.  He 
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has a healthy touring season and is able to pay for his company’s work (performers and 

production costs) through prestigious grants and commissioning projects, while the 

majority of his personal income comes from his university salary.  This past December, 

O’Connor premiered a new work at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, a prestigious 

contract. O’Connor realizes his good fortune and smirks as he states, “I am a very, very 

avid user of culture in New York, and it really feeds me. And, it is the arena out of which 

my work gets born” (O’Connor, personal communication, September 8, 2011).  While 

O’Connor creates most of his work both physically and temporally outside of his 

university obligations, Maida Withers offers a model in which she weaves portions of her 

professional work into her university locale.   

Maida Withers  
 

Maida Withers,  a choreographer, performer, and educator, has sustained a career 

of over 40 years as the artistic director of Maida Withers Construction Company (1974)  

while also being a full-time tenured Professor in the Department of Theatre and Dance at 

George Washington University in Washington, D.C. (1965-present).  Withers first came 

to D.C. in 1964.  That was a time, as Bill Evans states, when “dance departments were 

being fertilized by individual choreographers and dance artists such as Maida Withers” 

(personal communication, December 14, 2012).   
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Withers recounts her path into the university culture: 

I received my master’s degree in 1960 at the University of Utah. To give 
perspective, the National Endowment for the Arts was established in 1966. 
I accepted full-time teaching positions at George Washington University 
in 1964 In my case in the 1960s, I began developing the ideas and notions 
of post modern dance as a performer and choreographer and designing 
curricula that reflected these values. These were new ideas driving 
developing programs within the institution.  As artist/scholars, we became 
part of a network with others in that movement and pushed those ideas, 
making changes that continued the values of the founding generation of 
university pioneers but that embraced new ideas about experimentation 
and specialization in dance.  Questions related to choreography as research 
were raised and addressed by my generation in those early stages. 
(Withers, personal communication, February 8, 2014) 

 
Although it has made for a complex life structure, Withers has been able to find a 

supportive connection between her university and her dance company responsibilities, 

one that she feels has created beneficial outcomes for all partners. Withers, known for 

mixing dance and performance with technology and media to create thought-provoking 

works for stage, site, and film, works in a collaborative process with artists, scientists and 

others committed to a process of experimentation.  Her projects are generally evening-

length works that usually feature mature dancers and often engage international partners 

for creation and touring. Music is created and performed live for all productions. At times  

small projects are started and completed in three or four months, while others  are  large 

scale with multiple international collaborators resulting in a multi-year and multi-pronged 

performance projects. In our interviews, Withers focused on research as an important 

aspect for all of her works. 
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Economic Models for these Partnerships 
 

 The “artistic director who also works as a university professor” model is one that 

is currently quite common among many choreographers/artistic directors who establish 

their financial stability through teaching at a university while simultaneously having a 

parallel life as a touring artist and/or commissioned choreographer.  However, each 

artistic director highlighted in this chapter has a unique schedule and arrangement 

negotiated with his/her university for fulfilling responsibilities.  While Evans and Withers 

balance their touring and university obligations throughout the year, O’Connor teaches at 

a university full time during the spring semester and focuses on his company work during 

the summer and fall semesters. Evans and O’Connor contract performing and 

choreographic residencies outside of their full time university positions, while Withers 

utilizes her full time position at the university to help support her collaborating artists and 

her performance works.  

O’Connor – Splitting the Year 

Probably the most obvious benefit that a full-time university professorship offers 

to an artistic director is financial stability, which includes health insurance and retirement 

benefits.  Sometimes this financial stability for the artistic director indirectly means 

greater economic possibilities for company members since the artistic director’s salary 

does not have to be subtracted from the dance company’s budget.  Tere O’Connor 

observed,  “Last year we had quite a bit of money, [so] I paid myself, but this year there’s 

not so much money for the piece because that [stipend for the development of new work] 
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shifts every year. I have my salary. I don’t really need to pay myself” (personal 

communication, September 8, 2011).   

In O’Connor’s arrangement, his livelihood is supported by his university salary 

and the additional grants he receives are able to provide part-time, project-based salary 

for his company members, administrative support, and production expenses.  The 

stability provided by the university allows him to be more fluid with his company 

expenses.  O’Connor has been able to create a model whereby he is a university professor 

for half of the year, and the other half runs a company by fairly traditional means, paying 

for his choreographic presentations through grants, individual donations, and 

choreographic residency and commissioning fees.   

Evans – Companies in Residence at a University  

Evans’s history with universities and economic models shifted through the 

decades and reflects funding cycles created by foundations, national touring programs, 

and service fees earned through touring residencies, choreographic commissions, 

associations with universities, and work for community-based dance schools and 

institutions. The initial funding for RDT primarily came from the Rockefeller Foundation 

for its first nine years of existence, funneled through the university.  “It was very 

important to the Rockefeller Foundation to fund a group of artists who were operating as 

a collaborative and were creating their own work.  They wanted to support a new, 

collaborative model for modern dance companies” (Evans, personal communication,   

October 24, 2011).   Evans notes that the Rockefeller Foundation seeded this initiative 

with the intent to fund a group of artists without actually funding a specific leader.  
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Perhaps the foundation leaders were weary of what we see now: a number of artists 

creating individual companies, each seeking separate support for their creative projects. 

The early attempt to encourage a number of artists to collaborate by funding one 

organization that could support more than one choreographer seems to have waned.  “I 

guess they failed in this attempt, because since then, the foundations have gone back to 

funding dance companies that are primarily directed by one choreographer” (Evans, 

personal communication, October 26, 2013).   

Evans recounts the transition from teaching at the University of Utah to teaching 

and directing at the Dance Theatre Seattle (which became home of the Bill Evans Dance 

Company, School and Summer Institute): 

Initially I hadn’t been in existence long enough to qualify for the touring 
programs or any funding from agencies.  I had to work at reduced fees.  I 
had a lot of work but not much income so I taught at the University of 
Utah.  I was assistant professor for a couple of years when I got my 
company together.  And then in ’76, I moved to Seattle. I taught classes 
for this organization, Dance Theater Seattle.  DTS had seen my 
choreography, knew they wanted me and invited me to join them.  So I 
just took my new company and we went.  We just moved into an existing 
non-profit organization.  Because DTS had been around for a few years, 
we could immediately apply for the highest level of funding from the city, 
state, county arts and regional- arts commissions. . . . So very quickly, I 
had a thriving company as I moved my artistic entity into this 
administrative entity.  (Evans, personal communication,   October 24, 
2011)   
 

 During this time, the Bill Evans Dance Company was very active in touring 

nationally.  They received touring engagements for almost 40 weeks of the year as a 

result of being listed on the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) Dance On Tour 

Touring Roster.  Evans and his company members earned a full-time salary that was 
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created by teaching and performing on tour, plus teaching in the Dance Theatre Seattle.  

Evans had a board of directors and a full administrative staff, so his time was spent 

mostly on conducting artist residencies.  Once the NEA began to dismantle its Dance on 

Tour program, Evans saw his weeks of touring drop from 40 weeks per year to 12 and 

then to 6.  When he moved from Seattle to be Head of the Dance Program at the 

University of New Mexico (UNM), his dance company model transitioned from a full 

time company to a part-time, project–to-project based company.  He was able to maintain 

some of his touring through projects associated with the university; however, most of his 

touring engagements took place outside of his university time constraints and were 

developed through relationships he had cultivated during the time he worked with RDT 

and Dance Theatre Seattle.    In speaking about his current model Evans states: 

It’s very loose. . . . It’s all me.  I’m the executive director, the 
administrator, the choreographer, everything, that’s me.  And then I hire 
people to do things on a project basis.  It’s extraordinarily fulfilling.  The 
dancers who work with me really want to do it, and make huge sacrifices 
to make themselves available to be in my work, and they’re so fulfilled by 
it intrinsically that even though I pay them very little, they’re happy.  I 
mean they all have to carve out ways at making a living doing something 
else. . . . What’s difficult about it is because I can’t afford to pay people, I 
never know who’s going to be available for the next project so it’s hard to 
build something and continue developing.  I have to keep starting over 
often. . . . It’s not a model that I would recommend to anybody else.  
(Evans, personal communication, October 24, 2011) 
 

Withers –A Multidisciplinary Performance Approach 

Differing from Evans and O’Connor, Withers has maintained a university contract 

for the past 40 years at one higher education institution, George Washington University. 

Withers’ university position encourages her extensive research for her choreographic 
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works.  Her salary allows her to self-finance some  aspects of her artistic works and 

Withers can apply for scholarly research support from her university for new dance 

projects. Withers has received support  at times from her university that help to 

supplement her projects along with outside funding from federal, local, national, and 

international organizations, and foundations.  This results in a complex model that 

weaves together a variety of funding streams and partnerships to actualize her 

performance projects.  An example of how Withers’ model works is highlighted in her 

work,  Dance of the Auroras – Fire in the Sky (2001), a multi-year, international project 

that combined support from the university , international festivals, U.S. Embassies, 

international foundations, and guest artist exchanges.  

 For the Aurora Project, Withers’s collaborators included Oystein Savag, a 

composer from Norway and five musicians from the Global House Band; Tania Fraga, a 

computer artist and scholar from Brazil, dance artists from Poland, Russia, and the United 

States, as well as international auroral scientists from Norway, Europe, and the US 

affiliated with NASA and ESA space agencies and various universities.  Research about 

the science and mythology of the Auroras took place in Russia, Norway, Alaska, and 

Washington DC. Choreography was begun in a residency with three international dancers 

at the Kannon Dance Company and School in St. Petersburg Russia. Studio space and 

presentation of the work-in-progress was in exchange for teaching workshops in dance 

technique and improvisation at the Kannon Dance School.  The work was completed with 

all international artists present during a residency at George Washington University with 

a premiere at GW’s Lisner Auditorium (1500 seat theatre).  Later, Maida set a section of 
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the work (Part III) on the Russian Kannon Dance Company.  The Dance Construction 

Company and Kannon Dance   participated in performing Dance of the Auroras – Fire in 

the Sky in Russian festivals in three cities. This created the opportunity to  feature 

regional dancers and resulted in lowering touring costs for the Dance Construction 

Company in Russia..  Subsequently, a  dancer from Russia  was invited to  be a visiting 

guest artist to  create choreography/repertory for GW students.  The University’s role in 

the Dance of the Auroras Project was to help support research with rehearsal space when 

there were no academic conflicts,  and occasionally provided access to theatres for 

performance.   Withers’s multi-pronged projects involving international exchanges often 

garner support from foreign embassies, foundations, and organizations interested in travel 

and touring as well as education and research.  More importantly, the exchanges offer 

artists the opportunity to visit different countries and to expose the dance works to new 

and different audiences.  Withers explains the process for creating her Aurora Project 

(2001): 

It didn’t happen by accident. I discovered that when the Company paid for 
the tickets to travel to Russia, Russia producers would consider presenting 
our  work.  The cost of the tickets was roughly the same amount that it 
would cost  to produce a home concert  in Washington, D.C.  Touring 
allowed us to share and test the work on the international stage [while 
performing in D.C.]  allowed us to continue to build and maintain our 
home based audience. (Withers, personal communication, February 8, 
2014) 
 

The collaboration with Oystein Savag, Norwegian composer/musician, also created 

opportunities for the Aurora Project to participate in Nordly’s Festivalean (Northern 

Lights Festival) in Tromso, Norway.  In most cases, the dance artists are invited to teach 
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or create work on students at the universities, private studios, and dance related cultural 

organizations when travelling abroad.  International artists involved with the Dance 

Construction Company have been highly motivated by opportunities to travel and 

perform in the US.  The same motivation applies to US Company members desirous of 

performing and travelling abroad; however, the process of creating complex projects such 

as Aurora takes time, and artists must be willing to commit to the development of a 

multi-year project.  Withers recounts: 

Oystein is a  brilliant and successful Norwegian composer and musician. I 
couldn’t possibly pay him what he would normally receive.  He agreed to 
collaborate on the Aurora Project, and do you know why? He wanted to 
come to America and he was enticed by the subject of Dance of the 
Auroras. To find someone of his stature in the US may have been difficult. 
I did invite an American composer/musician to be part of the project.  He 
was interested but eventually moved on because other opportunities came 
faster than the funding for this multidisciplinary project- a four-year 
undertaking. We have since become friends and I used his music for one 
of my films. . . .  Oystein responded, “if you get me to America I can do 
it.” (Withers, personal communication, December 7, 2011) 
 
Although each director works with a different economic model, it is interesting to 

note that, in addition to their university positions, Evans, O’Connor, and Withers are 

currently the main administrators for their companies.  Evans works primarily alone as an 

administrator; O’Connor has a collaborator who works closely with him for fund 

development, marketing, and commissioning contracts; and Withers hires part-time 

individuals to help her administratively for specific projects.  Evans supplements his 

current university salary with his touring and choreographic commissions while 

O’Connor mostly lives off his university salary and recycles funding from choreographic 

commissions and stipends from his residency projects back into his company.  Withers 
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multidisciplinary projects involving one or more years of research are sustained by her 

university position.  The production phase is supported by outside funding.  Select 

collaborating artists are sometimes eligible to teach at the university depending on 

individual specializations in dance.   

Variants on the Full-Time Professorship Models 
 
Adjunct Faculty Positions 
 
Adjunct faculty positions can support artists and dance companies in several contexts. 

University professors who teach in dance programs often are able to arrange for adjunct 

teaching positions in their universities for their company members. While working in the 

University of Washington Dance Program as a Visiting Professor, Evans arranged for his 

company members to teach most of the dance courses for several years, to perform in the 

university’s theatres, and to work in the BEDCO summer workshops that were held at the 

university.  In my interviews, other participants spoke about ways in which they 

encourage qualified dance company members to apply for adjunct teaching as positions 

become available. 

 Conversely, artistic directors hire adjuncts who are working at their university to 

dance in their projects. Evans’s Company members are often alumni from his university 

program or faculty collaborators. Company member positions usually are not full time 

and the members get income as adjunct teachers for the university or from knitting 

together a variety of different jobs. However, as Evans noted in a comment quoted above, 

using dancers on a project basis has the challenge of not working consistently with the 

same group of dancers and having to start fresh in teaching repertory or company style. 
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 By being an adjunct rather than a full-time professor artistic directors can 

supplement their income and reap the additional benefits of connecting to the university 

community without having to take on the additional responsibilities of a full-time 

employee.  With this model, an artistic director is able to connect with a wide range of 

individuals, especially if the director teaches at a number of different universities.  

Working at several universities in a community creates enhanced visibility for the artistic 

director and his/her company and expands the potential audience pool. Adjuncts are able 

to train students from various institutions in their aesthetic and performance styles which 

then helps to cultivate a larger pool from which to recruit future company members.  The 

adjunct model is used by this researcher and is a common practice utilized by 

contemporary artistic directors.  

 A study funded by the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, the James Irvine 

Foundation, and Leveraging Investments in Creativity (LINC) in 2006, interviewed 1800 

artists who straddle boundaries of working in non-profit and for profit sectors.  One 

participant in this study is Sarah Swenson, a Los Angeles based choreographer who 

directs Sarah Swenson and Vox Dance Theatre, a for-profit dance company.  She barely 

covers her living expenses by teaching part time at Cal State-Long Beach and Loyola 

Marymount University.  Her company gets presented at both national and international 

festivals, but the stipends are small and she supplements modest pay for the dancers with 

her teaching appointments. She knows that she could teach more, but feels that this would 

hinder her ability to focus on her company.  She realized this after taking and then 

resigning from a two-year university appointment at Missouri Valley College.  There she 
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found more economic stability from working full time in academia, yet “couldn’t keep 

the company moving” (Swenson in Markusen et al, p. 64).  

Withers echoes the challenges associated with balancing a full-time university 

position with that of directing a dance company.  She spoke about the differences in 

responsibilities associated with being an adjunct professor and those of a full-time 

professor:  

I think people have a fantasy about responsibilities in the university. There 
may be a lack of  full understanding by artists in the community. When 
you teach a class as an adjunct professor, generally, you don’t attend more 
than one or two faculty meetings a year. You are not involved on any 
committees. Adjunct faculty are, generally, not engaged in program and 
curriculum development. In some cases, if the adjunct faculty belong to a 
union,  there are many restrictions on the level of engagement allowed. As 
a full-time faculty, you are  responsible to develop programs that maintain 
and/or sustain growth in a certain number of majors and minors  The full 
time faculty engage in an ongoing assessment of needs preparing for 
programs for the next generation. The adjunct faculty are very important 
for bringing diversity and specialization to dance students and the dance 
program.  In the urban setting at GW we are fortunate to have access to so 
many qualified adjunct faculty. (Maida Withers, personal communication, 
December 7, 2011)  
 
When asked how he is able to balance his university responsibilities and his 

company obligations, Evans states, “Being a full-time university professor is a full-time 

job, but for me and others who have a dancers’ work ethic, one full-time job is not 

overwhelming. There is still time for creation and direction in a professional company.  

One job feeds the other” (Evans, personal communication, October 26, 2013). 

 Other choreographers have had the opportunity to start a new career that would 

merge their company work with a university lifestyle, and have declined.  When William 

Forsythe was presented a faculty position, fully tenured, at the University of California, 
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Irvine, he rejected the offer and said, “I simply felt I would not have enough time with 

my dancers. . . . I need to work out my ideas with professionals on a continuous basis.  

There was only enough money to fund my company part time”  (Forsythe in Gladstone, 

www.nytimes.com/2005/01/16/arts/dance/16glad.html).   

The position of an adjunct professor may mean that there is less of a time 

commitment for university responsibilities; however, this role comes with a lot of 

uncertainty.  Adjunct positions are usually contracted for one semester at a time, with no 

guarantee of work beyond that semester.  In addition, adjunct professors are paid a small 

fraction of per course payment in relation to payments for full time professors, and 

adjuncts often do not receive health insurance or retirement benefits.   

Guest Artists   

The university system also offers the possibility of employing a dancer for various 

time periods as a guest artist.  Liz Lerman, a leader who is always thinking of new 

possibilities and artistic economic models, spoke about ways to refresh faculty members 

as well as company members:  

I was actually advocating with funders that we develop a system so that 
faculty members could get out of these schools and into companies and get 
back out in the world, and, meanwhile, company members who are 
exhausted from a lot of traveling can go and teach for a semester or two.  
(Lerman, personal communication, June 9, 2011) 
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Exhaustion and burn out from touring was a theme that was commented on by  

others.  Remembering his experiences with tour fatigue of company members, Evans 

recounts,  

We had so much touring during the mid-1980’s that we had a double cast 
company in order to relieve dancers from always being on the road. We 
developed a system where I had twice as many dances in the company as I 
needed to go on tour, and they would rotate.  Half of them would stay and 
teach in the school, and half of them would go on tour. (Evans, personal 
communication, Oct 24, 2011) 
 

The “school” of which Evans speaks in the above quote is a combination of educational 

centers: the BEDCO simultaneously in residence at Dance Theatre Seattle, the Bill Evans 

Dance Company School, and the Dance Program at the University of Washington.  

 Evans’s statement underscores the burnout and fatigue that happens when a 

dancer is constantly on the road touring.  Finding the perfect balance of work on the road 

and at home is challenging and often paradoxical.  Similar to artists who worked with 

Lerman, the Evans’ dancers initially joined the company with a strong desire to tour, but 

then complained when there was too much touring.  Guest positions at a university may 

offer an artist a sabbatical from touring stresses.   

Many artists are able to fluidly migrate between being a full-time professor 

(insider) at one institution and a guest artist (outsider) in another.  When asked about the 

differences between these roles Lerman states, 

I think you have more opportunities as an outsider.  I will probably always 
be an outsider.  I'm a really good catalyst.  In fact, one of the scientists at a 
university where I conducted a residency said to me, ‘Liz, why don't you 
just come here?  We all really want you to come.’  And then he said, 
‘Well, they probably wouldn't really like to be here all the time with you.’  
And he’s kind of right. (Lerman, personal communication, June 9, 2011) 
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On this subject Evans reflects,  
 

As an outsider, one cannot change policy and curriculum. As an insider, 
an artist can help update curricula and policies so that they are more 
relevant to the world students will enter upon graduation.  The outsider 
has glamour, but the insider has access to the process through which 
processes [policies] can be modified. (Evans, personal communication, 
June 9, 2011) 
 

Clearly, professors, whether a guest artist, an adjunct, or a full professor, who are also 

artistic directors of dance companies must be careful to maintain clear boundaries 

amongst their various roles in order to avoid conflicts of interests with students, members 

of the local and greater dance community, and their university.  

Energy Exchanges in Artist/University Partnerships 

 As stated by Fritjof Capra (1995) and highlighted in Chapter II, sustainable 

relationships require an exchange of energy and create a support system for the 

cultivation of relationships and interconnectivity between the diverse parts of the 

organization. As resources become limited, cultivating a win/win philosophy of 

engagement and collaboration can help extend resources for all partners. The following 

sections describe how the partnership between working artists and university systems 

benefits the artists, the university, its students, and the surrounding community.   

Artistic Freedom, Status, and Security 

The economic stability provided by a university appointment may lead to 

artistic freedom.  O’Connor noted that the security provided by a salary releases 

him from feeling the necessity to create work that will fill a theatre.  “I can make 

the art I want to make and that is very important to me” (O’Connor, personal 
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communication, September 8, 2011).  If artists do not have to rely on selling 

tickets to pay for the production, they can concentrate on actualizing their vision. 

In addition, O’Connor mentioned that his university position also provides him 

with freedom of time and the ability to create a schedule that works for him.  He 

emphatically stated, “and I make sure not to take advantage of this” (personal 

communication, September 8, 2011). 

  Withers indicated that in the past, artists who were also full-time faculty members 

were sometimes viewed negatively or not taken so seriously as artists. It may have been 

assumed that artists/scholars would become less productive in their professional 

choreographic and performance work: 

I do think that at one time the perception of dancers who held a university 
position might be perceived as having an advantage and also that dancers 
in that situation would be less likely to continue to dedicate themselves to 
making work because of the comprehensive responsibilities at the 
university. That attitude seems to have changed. I think it has both from 
the university perspective and from the artist’s perspective. (Withers, 
personal communication, February 8, 2014) 

 
But now, according to Withers, the situation is different: “people have more respect for a 

full professor at George Washington University than they have for [an artist in] a dance 

company in Washington, D.C., except for maybe the Washington Ballet” (personal 

communication, December 7, 2011).   

 For Evans, the security of a tenured position on a college faculty has 

brought a kind of serenity that he hadn’t found before. He states, 

At Brockport, the greater college community has become interested in and 
supportive of my work and take pride in my accomplishments. The 
College considers me and my company to be assets that enhance the image 
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of the school and the opportunities for students and alumni. This sense of 
relevance to a larger community has given me a sense of satisfaction and 
belonging that has boosted my sense of self-worth. (Evans, personal 
communication, October 26, 2013) 

 
 It seems that if the artistic director has created a name on a national level, 

the national status helps to create a special niche for the artist at a university and 

forges a space where both financial and artistic interests may be met concurrently.  

Brockport has been good for Evans. According to Evans, there are few 

distractions in the community and one can really focus on one’s work. Students 

and other faculty are sophisticated and engaged in the larger world, even though 

the village of Brockport is small and quiet.  Evans’s national and international 

travels (about 1/3 of the year) provide any needed stimulation (Evans, personal 

communication, October 26, 2013).  Evans spoke about the advantages of 

working as a choreographer in his most recent university setting: 

During my Seattle years or my Winnipeg years, when I directed full-time 
professional companies, I was not fulfilled on a daily basis.  But I’ve been 
very fulfilled mostly since going back to the university because there’s 
been time to cultivate relationships with students who then become 
dancers who perform my work.  The Brockport experience has been very 
good for me, and other faculty.  It’s a nurturing environment for us.  We 
don’t get any financial support as such but our work, our research, our 
creative scholarship is valued in that way.  (Evans, personal 
communication, October 24, 2011)  
 
Withers observed that universities offer a landing place for mid-career artists, a 

middle ground between struggling artists and national success: 

I think the model of [artistic directors working] in universities . . . was 
originally a possible system of survival artistically and financially. Artists 
have a burst of success, and then what’s next?  How can this success be 
sustained?  Sometimes there seems to be no middle class for dance. A 
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university position is often perceived as a possible means of maintaining 
the creative and physical life [of an artist].  (Withers, personal 
communication, February 8, 2014)  

 
Withers notes, however, that the artist/university relationship is not always clear or easy: 

The relationship of the Dance Construction Company and Maida Withers 
to the George Washington University has varied.  Over the forty-eight 
years that I’ve been at GWU, I have witnessed evolvement.  When the 
company was first organized in 1974 I was cautioned that my 
choreography and performing may constitute a conflict of interest because 
the Dance Construction Company might take too much of my time. At that 
time, the Chair did not see my choreographic work as research. As the 
dance program changed it’s location to other schools and departments,  
attitudes changed. With the development of public perception of dance as 
an art in the university and, perhaps, the ability of faculty to better 
articulate ideas the university began to philosophically support the idea of 
choreography as research.  Faculty, like myself, were influential in getting 
that to happen.  Certainly now universities expect productivity in dance 
whether it finalizes on stage or in writing or film or other forms of 
communication and research. (Withers, personal communication, February 
8, 2014) 
 
In a 2005 New York Times article, David Dorfman, Professor at 

Connecticut College since 2004, spoke about his choice to leave New York.  He 

realized that after having a child, getting married, and becoming an accomplished 

artist in the New York dance world, he was barely living above the poverty line. 

Accepting a position at Connecticut College allowed him to purchase a four-

bedroom home and to acquire health insurance. He is still able to run his 

company, although his university position has added a number of new 

responsibilities to his plate forcing his company schedule to change in order to 

accommodate his teaching schedule.  Although the consistency of Dorfman’s 
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rehearsal time has shifted, the amount of rehearsal hours per year has not 

(Gladstone, www.nytimes.com/2005/01/16/arts/dance/16glad.html). 

Research Support and Continued Learning 
 

Working at a university can be a significant aid to choreographic research.  In the 

same New York Times article mentioned above, David Dorfman speaks about having 

access to researchers who are outside the dance field and he discusses how working in a 

university environment allowed him to initiate collaborations with scholars.  He states: “I 

wanted to do a piece for my company on terrorism, and I found a fellow professor who 

has been studying the phenomenon his entire career.  It’s thrilling to be able to talk with 

someone like that” (Dorfman in Gladstone, 

www.nytimes.com/2005/01/16/arts/dance/16glad.html).  

 Evans echoed Dorfman’s viewpoint. He stated that although he did not receive 

significant financial revenue for his projects from Brockport or Indiana University, he 

had extraordinary opportunities to work collaboratively with music composers and 

musicians as well as theatre lighting and set designers.  At the University of New 

Mexico, Evans had access to research allocations and teaching grants on an annual basis 

that made a significant difference in his ability to produce his work. Brockport, as a 

teaching rather than a research institution, does not offer that kind of financial support 

(Evans, personal communication, October 26, 2013). 

 Another example of a choreographer who found her university role to be an 

advantage is Jawole Willa Jo Zollar, Director of Urban Bush Women.   In a New York 

Times article, she speaks about the advantages of working within the university system.  
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Zollar, whose company remains based in New York while she is on the faculty at Florida 

State University, states that “she could not have choreographed, Are We Democracy?, a 

rousing political work, if she had not been living in Tallahassee during the 2000 

presidential election, [as she]… would not have seen voter suppression first hand” 

(Gladstone, www.nytimes.com/2005/01/16/arts/dance/16glad.html). Zollar also says that 

teaching students has helped her clarify and articulate the theories that she has spent the 

last twenty years exploring with her company.   

 Similar to Zollar, Withers also discussed the importance of learning opportunities 

in the university to her personal dance practice.  Skills needed to be an artistic director 

can be supported by the research in education and teaching methods easily accessible in a 

university.  Developing courses for students is an opportunity to learn about and test 

ideas and practices relevant to creative work and company management.   Withers states, 

“In the university, I’ve been able to devise my own courses. I can develop courses that 

I’m interested in artistically and courses related to my ongoing research” (Withers, 

personal communication, December 7, 2011).   

Withers also noted that being a professor creates a need to stay current as an 

artist:  she needed to be up to date on events and news in the dance field in order to be 

current for her students. Withers concludes,  

My evolution as a mature artist was matched by the evolution of the dance 
programs in the university.  My motivation to make art is what motivates 
me to encourage emerging student artists.  We move forward together 
embracing each other and the changes in society. Students and education 
are rapidly changing.  As an artist and educator, [I have to] move quickly 
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[and develop new courses] to be relevant and have impact. (Withers, 
personal communication, February 8, 2014) 

 
Technological Support 
 

Several teaching artists highlighted the technological support received from their 

universities for their choreographic research.  Withers particularly values the new 

computer received every three years, a major support for her projects involving 

technology.   Having this kind of technological support at every step of a project is 

something Withers feels would not have been easily accessible to her outside of the 

university.  She states: 

My work with real-time interactive technology and other experimental 
projects has received assistance from colleagues in Engineering and from  
the IT laboratories at the University.  Time is important and having access 
to personnel and knowledge in the university setting continues to [help 
mobilize my research]. (Withers, personal communication, February 8, 
2014) 

 
 Another acclaimed choreographer working in the university system is Bebe 

Miller.  In her 2005 blog for the Clarice Smith Performing Arts Center, Miller writes 

about research opportunities afforded her by Ohio State University. There she is able to 

teach for part of the year and use the other half of the year “to explore motion capture 

technology at the Advanced Computing Center for the Arts and Design (ACCAD) of the 

College of the Arts, to figure out what might be our way in with this tool…to figure out 

how it would be helpful” (http://claricesmithcenter.umd.edu/blog/bebemiller/). Landing 

Place, the title of the choreography emerging from her motion capture research, focused 

on Miller’s transfer from New York, where she had to move into smaller and smaller 
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apartments, to Ohio where she now has a suburban home with a front porch and where 

she no longer has to wait in line at the post office. 

Space to Create: Access to Studios and a Theater  
 

 Access to studio space and theatres is another benefit to working in a university 

that is valued by the study participants.  Studio space and theatre rentals are two needs of 

a choreographer and two expense items that can be very costly in creating a dance.  If 

artists do not have a relationship where they receive the benefit of studio space offered 

pro bono or where there is a barter system in place, the financial strain of finding 

rehearsal space may inhibit creative endeavors. Bill Evans states,  

It’s been indispensable to me to have the space that the university provides 
and access to theater.  It’s been great.  It made all the difference for me 
since I left Winnipeg [and was hired to be the Head of the UNM Dance 
Program]. The spacious studious at Brockport offer almost continuous 
availability of high-quality space for rehearsal and informal performance. 
(Evans, personal communication, October 24, 2011) 
 

Similarly, Tere O’Connor emphasizes access to space as a key benefit of his university 

connection: “What’s really important for me is to be able to rehearse. And . . . [By using 

university spaces] I’ve created a system where I can keep doing that all the time.”  

(O’Connor, personal communication, September 8, 2011) 

In the previously quoted in a New York Times article, David Dorfman (2005) 

refers to the advantage of being able to rehearse his company in the studios at 

Connecticut College. Sometimes he goes to New York to rehearse with his dancers, and 

other times they travel to New London, Connecticut.  He sees the benefits of his 

university position extending to his dancers who, when rehearsing in Connecticut, have 
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the added luxury of working in nicely lit, palatially-sized studios and getting to stay 

overnight in his suburban abode (Dorfman in www.nytimes.com).  In a follow-up letter to 

the editor of the New York Times, Dorfman defended his university position: “I feel good 

that the company can have access to two theaters to work out ideas, and benefit from the 

feedback of students, peers, and mentors” (topics.nytimes.com/dancing/index.html).  

However as noted by Maida Withers, often the extent to which studio and theatre 

space is allotted to professors shifts with different university policies and the relationship 

of the professor to each distinct university. Withers observes: 

At GW, rehearsal space can be negotiated for, based around the schedule 
of classes, laboratories, and other rehearsals with guest artists and student 
choreographers.  Rehearsals can have a positive impact on student artists 
when there is an inclusive environment established.   Often, university 
theatres are dedicated exclusively to university productions and may not 
generate audiences needed to support the demands of large scale dance 
projects by professional dance companies. (Withers, personal 
communication, February 8, 2014) 
 

Some of the participants interviewed highlighted that not all universities allow their 

professors to perform in their theatres.  Some universities have policies that prohibit 

professors from performing or renting their theatres in order to avoid the perception of an 

unfair advantage (in time or pricing) that the professor may have over community 

members who may want to rent the theatre.  It seems that the use of university studios 

and theatres by professors for their research  is most desirable when students benefit by 

the presence of the professional artist and the artists benefit by the impact on the 

emerging student/artist.   
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Reciprocity in Learning  
 
Students in universities offer artistic directors access to fresh minds, new ideas, 

and current skills. As Lerman stated about her work at Harvard, “I feel it’s a playground - 

a total playground” (personal communication, June 9, 2011).  Besides the intellectual 

stimulation, Lerman appreciated how the students filled in her own knowledge gaps. For 

example, when she was a Guest Lecturer at Harvard in 2011, she wanted to have an 

online presence, besides a website. Harvard had given her a little research funding, and 

she was able to hire Harvard students to help her figure it out (Lerman, personal 

communication, June 9, 2011). Similar to Lerman, Tere O’Connor also could not say 

enough about how he benefits by working with students:     

I mentor the students and am mentored by them. I mean I don’t use 
dancers from there. I make work on people from there, but it’s not 
necessarily related to my company necessarily, but the thinking I do and 
the work I do in the masters program and the kind of relationships I have 
with the masters students are really amazing for me. I mean they really are 
part of what I would be thinking about in my work. They offer these 
amazing exchanges. I get to meet these super cool young people. That 
really feeds my work.  (O’Connor, personal communication, September 8, 
2011) 
 
Reciprocity in learning is also about what professional artists can contribute to the 

education of their students by virtue of their status as working artists and their practical 

experience. Professional artists offer many important insights and bring dance-making 

alive beyond any textbook. Liz Lerman comments on the ways in which she feels she can 

specifically enhance a student’s insight into dance as a creative process:   

Students are locked into an idea that structure is a five-paragraph essay that 
they've had to write since the second grade, and that's what they -- even at 
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Harvard and at Wesleyan, this is what contemporary students think structure is.  
Well, that is such an impoverished idea about structure.  Who knows about 
structure?  We know about structure.  We know about a thousand things about 
how to find structure to support ideas, to support emotion, to support 
development, but we don't use the same structure, in fact, we're always changing 
structure.  So what's our process for that?  How do we do that?  How do we give 
that?  That to me is like one of the most massive things we can offer people in 
higher education.  (Lerman, personal communication, June 9, 2011)  

 
Evans provided another viewpoint from Lerman by focusing on the value of his practical 

knowledge:  

I believe that an artistic director brings the relevance of his engagement in the real 
world of creating, producing and sharing work to the classroom.  Former artists or 
theoreticians who never were practicing artists can tend to romanticize the artistic 
process, or misrepresent it. Functioning artists bring the day to day realities of 
their work with them to each class and interaction with colleagues. (Evans, 
personal communication, October 26, 2013)  

 
Evans further gains enormous satisfaction from being able to impart lessons he has 

learned over time, particularly how to ask for advice and feedback:   

Somehow I didn’t learn to get advice.  That was a tragic mistake on my 
part.  But it wasn’t part of my world for some reason.  So in all of my 
teaching I have students pair up and they work with peers on every level, 
and in every course I teach, there’s all kinds of peer feedback and we have 
all kinds of coming together and we give each other advice all the time.  
So I’m trying to help younger artists to see how important it is to get 
multiple perspectives and take recommendations from other people and to 
look inside what they’re doing, reflect on what they’re doing, whether it’s 
fulfilling to them and then look outside.  I didn’t do any of that.  I was just 
doing it.  I wasn’t reflecting on it. There wasn’t conversation about it with 
other people. I’m hoping that the younger artists who work with me are 
not going to have that gap in their consciousness. (Evans, personal 
communication, October 2011) 
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Access to Potential Company Members or Project Dancers 

Professors who have professional dance companies often hire their students upon 

graduation. This practice benefits professors, students, and the university. The 

professor/director acquires a dancer who has already been trained and acclimated to 

his/her working styles and preferences. Students have an advantage in the job market.   

The university has increased desirability among potential students who are considering a 

performing career.    

For Evans, working with dancers who have self-identified themselves as being 

curious about and fulfilled by his way of working is very important.  In their three years 

studying with him, some students realize that his work has personal meaning for them. 

Therefore, they want to go more deeply into it. Evans prefers to work with dancers who 

are intrinsically interested in and satisfied by the process and values being investigated in 

his work. They are happier and stay longer. He summarizes this experience: 

Coming to Brockport has been the best situation I’ve had because the 
quality of the dancers is so high and it’s a three-year MFA program.  After 
people work with me for three years and they hang out in the community, 
I ask them to dance with me.  The people in my company are not current 
students but they’re people who were my students.  They were able to 
absorb my work over three years so when I asked them to dance with me, 
they know the work so deeply and they mature. (Evans, personal 
communication, October 24, 2011) 

   
While studying, the student is learning rehearsal protocol, artistic aesthetic, 

performing style, and choreographic vision of a particular professor/director.  Both the 

director and the dancer enter a working relationship already knowing it will be a good fit. 
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Entering a company with a sense of familiarity often helps dancers remain longer in their 

position, and helps to avoid the costs of employee turnover for the director. 

Professional dance artists who teach within a university also often form networks 

with other artists who then may connect with students at a university.  As stated in the 

Chapter III, interdependence, intersecting, interrelating, and networking is another key 

pattern to help an entity sustain itself (Capra, 1995; Drucker, 1990; Collins, 2001; Senge, 

1990).  Working artists know other working artists.  When universities hire working 

artists, they expand the network pool for their students and create possibilities for 

students to connect into the professor’s web of contacts. 

Community Exchanges  

 The employment of professional artists in university programs is also noted by 

the research participants as enriching the cultural life of the surrounding community 

through faculty, guest artist, and student performances, as well as through the 

contributions of program graduates who remain in the area and continue to create. 

Withers reminisces,  

Through the University, we have brought guest artists in from out of town 
annually since 1965 - Meredith Monk, Yvonne Rainer Miguel Gutierrez 
[to name a few]. . . .  Influential national artists were brought to infect the 
scene of dance at the university but also in Washington D.C. Often artists 
are brought before they are recognized locally or nationally.  I have 
always tried to associate with artists when their ideas were just becoming 
clear and more obvious. Sometimes personal investment is required to 
make these residencies possible.  (Withers, personal communication, 
February 8, 2014) 

 
Faculty and guest artists extend their artistic skills to the surrounding community through 

workshops and/or performances open to the public.  For example, the University of 
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Maryland at College Park Dance Department often partners with the Clarice Smith 

Performing Arts Center to co-present artists who will be able to simultaneously conduct a 

residency with the dance students.  This model allows the Dance Department and the 

theatre to share in costs for the artist, while simultaneously extending the amount of work 

for the touring artists by co-presenting workshops at neighboring dance studios that are 

open to the professional dance community.  

 Students who have completed a graduate dance program frequently remain in the 

university’s area. Both Evans and Withers highlighted that graduate students help to 

develop the local dance community.  In referencing the growth of his current dance 

community, Evans states, 

Virtually all the professional modern dancers in greater Rochester, NY 
have a connection to SUNY Brockport. As stronger dancers are attracted 
to the MFA programs and then decide to remain in the area, the quality of 
dance teaching, choreography, and performance throughout the region is 
steadily growing. (Evans, personal communication, October 26, 2013) 
 

Withers adds, 
 
One thing I know about being in the university: When you have a master’s 
degree, if the master’s degree people stay in this town, they can make a 
difference. Undergraduates at GWU come from all over the US and 
internationally.  Often they relocate back to their home or home country.  
In Washington, D.C. there is a changing trend for undergraduates to stay 
in the city as it is becoming a stronger artistic city. The graduate students 
tend to stay wherever they’re situated, and in that way the graduate 
students have impact on developing the local dance community. When I 
look back, I think many GWU alumni who have made an impact in 
Washington D.C. came through the graduate program. (Withers, personal 
communication, December 7, 2011) 
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In a follow-up conversation Withers highlighted a recent shift in the undergraduates she 

teaches: 

Since our first interview the landscape is changing between undergraduate 
and graduate students.  The ability of the undergraduate is decidedly 
stronger technically, perhaps, than several years ago.  The motivation of 
undergraduate also seems to be stronger with a vision of staying in the 
field.  Several of our [graduated] BA students are writing for the New York 
Times, Washington Post, and cultural blogs.  Our hybrid MFA program 
has also changed the environment of dance at the university.  As the 
program matures (currently in its 3rd year) I anticipate a very different 
impact on the community than previously. (Withers, personal 
communication, February 8, 2014)  

 
Such contributions to the surrounding dance community benefit the university by   

attracting dance students who want to engage with that dance community and professors 

who have a foothold in the dance community.  With the development of low residency 

graduate programs, university communities are moving toward a global reach which will 

expand the ability for university students, professors, and artists to cast a wider and more 

complex web of relationships and have greater impact on the field.  

Reviewing University Partnerships 
 

 In the current times of economic challenges in the United States, dance company 

directors seek and create new models to sustain their artistic productivity and the activity 

of their companies.  Many choreographers and directors have found that working in a 

university offers multiple benefits.  Dance professors who also have companies that are 

commissioned for student productions are given the chance to deepen their choreographic 

research before showing work in professional venues.  The students working with the 

professor/artistic director also have the chance to learn about the creative processes of 
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these artists and the day-to-day needs of creating a professional dance work.  Further, if 

the professor/artist’s dance company is brought in for a university residency, the dancers 

may be paid to teach student classes as well as to perform.     

The data further elicits how some dance company directors who hold professorial 

positions are also able to advance their research through their access to university 

resources.  These resources can include knowledge support, physical space and time to 

develop work, as well as financial security.   In turn, the educational field is populated 

with professional artists who help to maintain a strong network within the dance 

community and create a space where theory and practice are aligned.  
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CHAPTER VII 

 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The process of organizing involves developing relationships from a shared 
sense of purpose, exchanging and creating information, learning 
constantly, paying attention to the results of our efforts, coadapting, 
coevolving, developing wisdom as we learn, staying clear about our 
purpose, being alert to changes from all directions.  Living systems give 
form to their organizations and evolve these forms into new ones, because 
of exquisite capacities to create meaning together, to communicate, and to 
notice what’s going on in the moment.  These are the capacities that give 
any organization its true aliveness.  

       (Margaret Wheatley, 2007, p. 27)  

 Since 2001, I have been directing my dance company, ClancyWorks.  I think back 

to my memories of starting the company, memories that I highlight on the first page of 

this dissertation.  There have been times that I have had similar feelings to Nora 

Reynolds-Daniel who likened running a company to driving a huge truck up a large 

mountainside: no matter how much fuel you pump into the engine, it always seems to be 

running on empty.  However, the process of researching this dissertation has helped me to 

change my perceptions by shifting the metaphor.  Rather than seeing my organization as 

a machine, I now view it as a living system that has the ability to adapt and reshape itself 

in ways that offer possibilities, possibilities that recharge and regenerate, rather than 

exhaust. I believe as did Wheatley, quoted above, that if we acknowledge organizational 

concerns and then adapt behavioral habits, we can consciously move towards creating 

restorative organizational systems. While an impetus for this dissertation was my quest to 
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better understand and acknowledge the triggers in my practice that may deplete rather 

than regenerate my creative, economic, and emotional resources, I soon realized that the 

larger concern for me and other artistic directors is the central question of this study: 

“How might one sustain a viable dance practice in the 21st century?”   

I began by investigating sustainable models that different dance company 

directors have used to create and present contemporary modern dance.  To do this, I 

interviewed eight dance company directors who had sustained their organizations over 

twenty years.  However, in this process, I discovered that none of the participants were 

“just” dance company directors – they simultaneously held additional professional 

positions such as theatre presenters, dance funders, administrators, and educators serving 

in universities, K-12 public schools, and community centers.   

In addition to conducting interviews, I culled information from participant 

observations and analyzed diverse documents and web-based materials (promotional 

materials, mission statements, and some financial data, etc.).  To gain a broad 

understanding of the subject of sustainability within diverse organizational formats, I 

researched literature concerning business and arts management, leadership best practices, 

and public policy for the arts and humanities and its effect on individual arts 

organizations.  I also looked at historical moments in dance funding and management 

practices with a focus on various models of dance creating, presenting, and organizing.  

After analyzing the data gathered through my interviews and extant research on 

organizational development and leadership theories, I organized my research findings 

into case studies for the dissertation. 
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 The interview protocol included questions to test and/or demonstrate the 

applicability of theoretical frameworks I deemed as relevant in existing literature on arts 

administration, organizational development, and leadership.  I also created questions that 

I found emerging from my experience directing a dance company. However, I then let the 

interviewees develop their own directions for what they felt was important and continued 

to follow their lead during the remaining interviews.  After analysis, I discovered that the 

interview questions brought to light five major insights from the interviewees: their 

organizational histories, their leadership and organizational governing principles, their 

definition of sustainability, their individual environmental/geographical concerns, and an 

open area in which participants volunteered thoughts that were unique to their own 

settings.  An outline of the interview protocol is listed as Appendix D. 

  This dissertation highlights six artists who have sustained a dance company for at 

least two decades and who have achieved high visibility and respect as directors on a 

regional and/or national level. Four are female dance leaders who produced their work in 

the Washington, D.C. area under similar historical, cultural, and geographical conditions, 

but developed their organizations in diverse ways producing distinguishable production 

results.  These six artists include: Liz Lerman, founder of the Dance Exchange (national 

touring company with an interest in engaging individuals of all ages and varied cultural 

backgrounds in their performance work); Carla Perlo and Deborah Riley, directors of 

Dance Place (a presenting organization that houses the dance companies of the two 

artistic directors); and Maida Withers, dance professional within George Washington 

University’s dance program and director of the Dance Construction Company.  
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Other artists outside of the Washington, D.C. region who contributed to this study 

are Tere O’Connor (Illinois and New York) and William (Bill) Evans (currently in 

upstate New York but with a previous history of working in Seattle, Salt Lake City, 

Albuquerque and Indiana).  These participants fit the selection criteria (sustaining an arts 

organization for over two decades and achieving prominence on a national level or within 

their geographical regions), and were chosen because they had a rich history of working 

in large cities that span the US.  Evans and O’Connor have also engaged in partnerships 

with different universities over the course of their careers.  

Research Interpretations and Findings 

 When beginning the research process, I selected a central theoretical framework 

for my study of sustainability in organizations based on the concept of ecological systems 

and, in particular, on the writings of Fritjof Capra (1995).  Capra highlights in his book, 

Steering Businesses Towards Sustainable Practices, the following eight principles of 

ecology that are also terms found in much of organizational development and leadership 

literature:  interdependence,  ecological cycles, energy flow, partnership, flexibility, 

diversity, co-evolution,  sustainability.  He writes that being “ecologically literate means 

understanding how ecosystems organize themselves so as to maximize sustainability” 

(Capra, 1995, p. 4).  I found that, as with natural organisms, there is more than one 

method of sustaining a dance entity.  However, the one common thread I did observe 

among the dance organizations chosen for this dissertation was the ability to be resilient 

and adapt to changes in the environment (both the internal atmosphere of the organization 

as well as external shifts that inevitably take place).  This means that they must possess 
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an entrepreneurial spirit of taking risks, being flexible, optimistic, and realistic as they 

make choices that affect the longevity of their organization.  Possessing an 

entrepreneurial spirit is not a characteristic that applies specifically to dance leaders, but 

is a characteristic found in 21st century leaders who are able to sustain their work in any 

discipline.  It may be that because dancers and choreographers are taught to be skillful in 

maintaining a sense of resiliency and pliability in performance and choreographic 

environments, that dance leaders are often able to apply this characteristic to their 

organizations.  The findings of this dissertation plant seeds for dance leaders to help 

directors in other fields of business to deepen their understanding of ways in which they 

might enhance entrepreneurial skills.    

 The words “sustainable” and “sustainability” have become buzzwords often 

associated with ecological systems or when discussing the earth’s shrinking natural 

resources.  The term “sustainable” is also used in architecture and engineering in  

reference to physical structures that are considered environmentally beneficial, 

regenerative, and more likely to extend our earth’s natural resources for future 

generations.  However, for the dance artists interviewed, I found that the participants 

shifted the word “sustainable” to words they felt more honored their artistic pursuits 

(such as satisfaction or fulfillment).  This shift seemed to allow them to speak more easily 

on this subject.    

Early on in the research process, I realized that sustainability, as I was beginning 

to define it for myself, had much to do with the leadership style of the director and this 

style’s affect on the internal culture of the organization.  In the Liz Lerman Dance 
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Exchange and the Dance Place case studies, I discovered that the leaders’ patterns of 

communication and the internal governing structures within each organization sustaining 

these patterns, often shared through anecdotes and memories, highlighted how the 

founding directors shaped the distinct personalities of each organization.  However, both 

organizations created contrasting and distinct methods for developing their unique 

personalities once again demonstrating there is no one “right” way to design a dance 

organization.  

Most importantly, each artistic director interviewed discussed how they went 

through and then survived differing hardships.  The actions they undertook to survive 

problems then further changed methods and behaviors in their ongoing leadership styles, 

shifting the challenges into moments of learning as opposed to setbacks.  As I listened to 

the interviewees discuss these learning moments, I found myself also acknowledging 

similar challenges and results from these challenges within the history of my own 

organization. 

 Throughout the interview analysis, I discovered that all participants discussed the 

various ways in which they cultivate a web of relationships to support their work and the 

importance of developing strong partnerships in order to sustain their practice.  Their 

partnerships become a base for the varied and complex economic models used by each 

artistic director.  These partnerships were discussed as both internal partnerships with 

dancers and employees, and engagement with outside stakeholders.  These outside 

stakeholders included community organizations surrounding the dance company 

geographically or in terms of artistic or educational interest, funding organizations with 
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specific requirements or limitations, real estate and financial organizations that supported 

or shifted the physical aspects of the dance company, university needs and support 

systems, and numerous other non-dance entities that were, however, supported or 

connected to the projects undertaken by the dance company.     

 Another aspect related to sustainability that emerged from the data analysis 

included differing insights into the development of mentorship and professional 

development opportunities.   One example of this was within the university/artistic 

director partnership model.  The research participants all discussed how mentorship was 

deeply fulfilling for the professors while also providing a route to train dancers.  These 

trained dancers might later dance in the professional companies of the director thus 

enhancing their artistic work.  In addition, when the dancers and/or administrative staff 

members were offered professional development and learning opportunities there seemed 

to be a greater interest in and commitment to what was best for the organization, with 

employees working for intrinsic rewards other than purely monetary benefits. 

This idea of contributing to a cause larger than oneself is highlighted by Stephen 

Covey (2008) in his article, Leadership in the Knowledge Worker Age.  Covey opines that 

the 21st century leaders “will be characterized by those who find their own voice and 

who, regardless of formal position, inspire others to find theirs” (p. 12).  This shift away 

from a control and manage leadership style, one that was fashionable during the 20th 

century and reflected the Industrial Revolution factory mentality, is also beginning to be 

seen in current dance organizations with Dance Place and The Dance Exchange  

demonstrating this paradigm shift within the dance world.  While in some organizations 
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dancers may find themselves working within a machine-age management style (show up, 

learn the choreography, perform), Dance Place and The Dance Exchange demonstrate 

models that allow the voices of the employees to be heard and appreciated, thus 

influencing the future of the organization.  This pattern of listening to the ideas of those 

individuals who work daily within the organization’s ongoing projects may enable dance 

organizations is termed “appreciative inquiry.”  Engaging in a consistent process of 

appreciative inquiry with all members of an organization may contribute to an 

environment that allows organizations to sustain themselves beyond the years and 

capacities of a founding director.  However, I must also note that employees in both 

Dance Place and The Dance Exchange were all also given major responsibilities within 

the daily management of the company, which created opportunities to consistently 

practice appreciate inquiry.   

It is important to note that the above listed research finding is not unique to dance 

organizations.  Any organization that has an interest to continue to limit employee 

turnover will probably find that a practice of appreciative inquiry and allowing 

information and feedback to travel not only from the top down, but also from the bottom 

up and from the middle outwards, will engage a greater commitment from stakeholders.  

Furthermore, when individuals feel appreciated, there is a greater chance of achieving a 

working environment where employees are intrinsically motivated and will work for 

rewards that reach beyond financial benefits.  When employees experience an 

environment of mutual respect there is a greater chance that they will want to contribute 

to the overall advancement of the organization’s mission and activities and will inevitably 
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help to sustain a business because it will become in Senge’s terms, a “learning 

organization.”  

In the cases of Dance Exchange and Dance Place, I also noticed the ability of the 

directors to fluidly shift roles from leader to follower.  I coined this process 

“followership” realizing that part of a strong leadership is the ability to know when to 

step back and to create space for employees and dancers to step forward.  This fluidity 

was particularly evident as, at the time of my research data collection, the artistic 

directors (Perlo, Riley and Lerman) were in the process of retiring from directing their 

dance companies and working towards an efficacious plan for transition.  The companies 

of Perlo and Lerman are currently continuing under new and younger leadership with 

even a name change to acknowledge the power shift.  Lerman, now retired from The 

Dance Exchange, continues to make dance performance projects.  She mentioned several 

advantages to her new situation: she is not obliged to work with any particular group of 

dancers, is not responsible for creating a living for members of the organization, and is 

able to commit more fully to collaborations.  Further, she does not feel she has to hold 

back on contributions in order to “save” ideas for future needs.  Lerman’s last point may 

be similar to ways in which dancers feel they can (or cannot) wholeheartedly contribute 

artistic knowledge in a “collaborative art making” practice and, is further highlighted in 

varied circumstances through the voices of the research participants throughout the 

dissertation.  

The third case study portrayed by this dissertation offers a variety of partnerships 

that have emerged and are emerging between universities and artistic directors.  Within 
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this relationship, challenges as well as positive outcomes from these relationships are 

discussed by the interviewees.  The beneficial outcomes include possible employment 

opportunities for company members, training and networking opportunities for students 

and artistic directors, as well as time for artistic creation and professional development 

and space for rehearsals and performances.   

However, as noted throughout these interviews, there are also setbacks with the 

university and artistic director model.  Some of these less beneficial aspects include the 

dependent role of the artistic director on each individual contract or agreement created 

between the university and the dance artist.  The level of individual artistic freedoms and 

financial support is often influenced by the level of success of the artistic director prior to 

entering into partnership with the university.  In addition, university positions are highly 

competitive and many artistic directors find they will have a greater chance at being 

employed as an adjunct professor, which does not offer financial stability, employment 

certainties, or benefits.  Thus, the aspects of sustainability emerging from these 

interviews are not intended to be viewed as a road to sustainability for all and any 

directors; instead, they may simply offer ideas that can become springboards for sparking 

additional possibilities for sustaining a dance making practice into the 21st century.  

  Limitations of this Study that Suggest Ideas for Future Research 

 I acknowledge that this study has limitations as well as conscious delimitations 

that were imposed in order to focus the research.  However, these limitations offer 

possibilities for ways in which the research may be expanded in future research projects 

as I continue to delve deeper into this subject area.  Many of the limitations relate to the 
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participant selection pool.  In selecting participants who have sustained dance 

organizations for at least 20 years, the data collected has a slant towards what has worked 

over the past few decades.  As economics, arts policies, and societal interests are 

constantly evolving, the models used by the selected participants in the latter part of the 

20th century may not be appropriate for current and future practices into the 21st century.  

It is also important to recognize that the data collected was specific to the chosen 

participants, and that these findings are samplings from the field; they do not represent 

the entire field.  With this in mind, in order to advance this research it may be valuable to 

focus on models and practices of younger choreographers and artistic directors and how 

current economic, cultural, and political landscapes affect the ways in which emerging 

artists are attempting to sustain their dance creating and presenting practices.  However, it 

is important to note that although the economic models may shift and adapt to current 

times and policies, the human elements that were focused on in each of the case studies is 

a necessary tool for sustaining any type of business in the 21st century.  The specific 

anecdotes highlighted in each of the case studies shines a light on the necessity to 

practice clear and honest communication patterns in order to build trust as a cornerstone 

of building healthy relationships both internal and external to an organization.  

 I recognize that the data analyzed was limited to the perspectives of middle class 

Western, Anglo participants who represent two specific generations of contemporary 

choreographers.  Interviewing participants in different age generations or from different 

cultural or economic backgrounds may yield different stories, perspectives, and research 

outcomes.  Additionally, I did not focus on researching and asking targeted interview 
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questions to the participants about their religious and class backgrounds.  These areas 

merit further research in order to understand if there is a relationship between economic 

and cultural backgrounds and the ways in which artists organize, create work, achieve 

success, and maintain stability.   

 Although the history and personal relationship that I have with each of the 

participants added insider perspective, this relationship may also have created blind spots 

or influenced my findings.  In addition, because the interviewees have known me in a 

professional dance context, they may have emphasized themes that they thought would 

be particularly useful for me as an artistic director, rather than focusing their answers in a 

more general way.  

 In order to delimit the data for this dissertation, I consciously narrowed my 

interview discussions to the organizational structures and models of the participants in 

order to focus this study on leadership practices and organizational models that support 

an artmaking practice.  I did not include research into the aesthetics of the artist 

participants.  This study could be expanded exponentially by focusing more on the artistic 

product and the ways in which the aesthetic interests and creative processes of an artistic 

director may influence and create new models for economic practices, leadership styles, 

and organizational structures.  However, as advised by Liz Lerman, it is important to 

ensure that the economic model supports the interest of the artist and his/her work.  Just 

because a leader may be successful in understanding how to finance artistic projects, it 

does not necessarily mean that the economic support will be able to sustain the creative 

interest and the emotional fulfillment and advancement of an artist’s practice.    
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Significance of this Study 

 Some readers who consult my research may be interested in founding a dance 

business organization; others may be interested in producing a series of dance concerts or 

dance projects that are limited in duration.  The ideas put forth throughout the dissertation 

may be useful for stakeholders in creative endeavors other than dancemaking and have 

relevance in any field where relationships, communication, and partnerships are 

necessary.  Those ideas are not meant to be a prescriptive list or a “how to” for creating a 

business practice, but are concepts and themes that I acknowledged, named, and 

investigated to highlight different areas that seemed pertinent to the interviewees when 

reflecting back on their success as a leader of a dance organization or company.  

 During the course of researching and writing this dissertation, my personal 

company work and organizational planning, as well as my ethos supporting my artistic 

vision has been transformed.  I have spent the last few years examining my 

communication patterns and leadership traits, focusing on trying to create more space to 

hear interests and concerns from my employees.  In addition, I have created more 

opportunities for the advancement of individual learning and professional development of 

company members and have seen how that has helped to create shared knowledge and 

has improved the level of mutual respect amongst members within the organization.  By 

creating space and time for reflection as well as evaluation and planning with my 

administrative and artistic staff, I believe that I have, with their help, improved on 

creating an environment in which dancers and administrators feel that they may engage in 

clear and honest communication as there is an ethos of trust and an interest to continue to 
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learn, both individually and thereby organizationally.  This has helped to increase the 

interest of dancers to also work as administrators to help advance the fundraising 

capabilities and increase the visibility of our organization.  We have cultivated deep 

relationships with various partners regionally as well as nationally.  Some of these 

enhanced relationships (as with Carla Perlo and Deborah Riley at Dance Place as well as 

with William (Bill) Evans) are a direct outcome of engaging in this dissertation study.   

 My research will not conclude with the completion of this dissertation, as it is an 

ongoing process of observing, analyzing, querying, planning, experimenting, and 

reflecting upon the practices that sustain artists and produce sustainable arts 

organizations. I have learned that the dilemmas I encounter as a director are common in 

our field. Some struggles exist because of a particular moment in history or a 

geographical location, while other challenges seem to resurface across different eras and 

spaces. However, my discoveries have helped me to make more informed decisions in 

my own artistic practice. My hope is that readers of this study will find answers to some 

of their questions about founding an organization and that the research will spur 

additional research questions and studies that will contribute to knowledge within the 

field of dance as well as across other disciplines.   
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

     1. On Organizational Structures:  
 

a. Tell me about the history of your organization. What was your interest in first 
creating the organization?  Has that shifted or changed through the years, if so – 
how?  

      What are some of the landmarks to delineate eras or stages of your organization? 
 
b. What were/are the organizational structures employed?  How did these shift over 

the years – was there a direct reason for any philosophical changes?  Can you 
draw it for me? Were these intentional?  What was the effect/outcome?   

 
c. How would you relate your aesthetic needs and practices to the operational 

requirements for sustainability? Did you see any particular relationships on the art 
work that was produced because of the governing structures or the inverse?  

 
d. How would you compare your organization to other similar organizations?  What 

would those organizations be?  In what ways are they the same or different?  
 
 
 
2.  On Sustainability: 
 
a. How would you define the term sustainable? Entrepreneurial?  
 
b. What do you think about when you hear the term sustainable or entrepreneurial in  
    relation to arts organizations?   
    Is there a better term(s) to use?  
 
c. What do you see as the “sustainable” entities for Dance in the 21 century?  
 
d. How do you define your organization (as a dance entity, a community engagement  
     entity, etc.) 
 
e. What are the current practices that you are either employing at your organization    
    or witnessing from other orgs that seem to lead to sustainable art making practices?   
    How are they similar or different from methods used in the past? 
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3. Leadership  the person, the artist, the founder:  
 
a.   On Leadership:  How would you describe your leading patterns/philosophy? How    
      would you hope/think that people would describe you as a director?   
 
b.  What do you look for in an employee or a member of your organization?  How    
     would you describe the various roles at your organization?  
 
c. How were you personally affected during differing stages of development?  
    Are there phases of learning/development that you went through?  What advice      
    could you offer in hindsight? 
  
d. What do you see [hope] for yourself in the near future?  For yourself with your  
     organization? For your organization outside of you? 
 
e. What were some of the best memories that you have of running the organization?   
    The worst? Memories that are profound for you, but not in a category of   
     best/worst?   

 
f. Did you ever have fears/anxieties about directing the organization?  If so, would    
    you feel free discussing them?  If not, what are some of the elements/behaviors that  
    you employ?   
 
 
4. Environmental Effects on Organizational Governance:  
 
a. How much of the above was a reaction to “the environment”? How would you 

define “the environment”?  How much of the 
decisions/actions/artistic~organizational structures were an effect of the 
environment?   

 
b. How much does/did public policy affect your organization?  Audience building?  

Educational programs?  Partnerships?   
 

c. Partnerships – could you discuss how you understand or practice building 
relationships with funders, presenters, colleges/universities, community 
organizations? How are they similar/different?  What are your views on 
collaboration? How do you define it?   

 
d.  What are other environmental factors that affect the growth/success/sustainability  
      of a dance entity that are not mentioned above?  
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5. Open space:  
 
                 a.  What have I not asked that you would like to talk about?  

 
     b.  Who else would you recommend that I speak to for this study? 
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