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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Creative Conversations: “Rise to the Occasion is a signature event of the American’s for 

the Arts Emerging Leaders Network, planned by the Rising Arts Leaders, San Diego (RALSD). 

Creative Conversations 2014 connected emerging and established professional in the local arts 

community to address the five most pressing issues as identified by RALSD. This document 

begins with a summation of event logistics followed by a portrayal of the findings from each 

conversation. The roundtable brainstorming sessions are rendered into actionable 

recommendations followed by a listing of respective practices to cease and desist. Reflection 

across the different sets of dialogue shows that there is some repetition across the different 

conversations and thematic commonalities are depicted. This conveys the collective emphasis on 

innovation and collaboration alongside the desire to brand San Diego as a distinctive arts 

community. Finally, the report concludes with an exploration of how Creative Conversations can 

continue to impact the San Diego arts community.  
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CREATIVE CONVERSATIONS PARTICIPANTS  

Event participants included individuals from both the RALSD steering committee and 

general RALSD committee members, combined with leaders from the arts community, arts 

advocates, as well as community members outside of the arts. RALSD committee members 

identified experts for each issue to ensure that there will be individuals with insight into the 

respective challenges. A more detailed breakdown of attendees by participants is presented 

below.  
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 95 participants took part in Creative Conversations 2014. The bulk of these participants 

came from beyond the RALSD planning community, with only 16 percent of participants 

consisting of the RALSD committee members. This suggests that the voices were reflective of 

the community and not simply the event planners. The largest denomination of attendees worked 

in a visual arts organization. There was also a substantial number of participants that did not fall 

cleanly into a category, many of the attendees labeled as “other” were self-employed individuals 

that navigated though various disciplines.  
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EVENT BACKGROUND  

In honor of National Arts and Humanities month in October, the Americans for the Arts 

has partnered with local arts and community leaders to establish “Creative Conversations.”  

Dialogue around local arts, culture, and creativity are brought to the forefront to generate 

partnerships and elevate the arts. As a program of The Emerging Leaders Network of Americans 

for the Arts, Creative Conversations can take a variety of forms ranging from workshops to 

symposia. This program began in 2004 and has continues to be a prominent program present in 

several cities throughout the nation.  

 On October 14, 2014 the RALSD organized participants to gather at the Central Library 

in Downtown, San Diego for Creative Conversations: “Rise to the Occasion.” This is the second 

Creative Conversation event to take place in San Diego. 
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PURPOSE 

 Conversations are segways to action. Creative Conversations: “Rise to the Occasion” 

aimed to unite the San Diego arts community to discuss some of the biggest obstacles faced in 

the city with goal of identifying and ultimately acting on real solutions to these issues. This paper 

acts as an advocacy tool for taking the ideas derived from Creative Conversations into fruition.  

EVENT STRUCTURE 

The event took place over the course of two hours and was loosely structured. Visitors 

enjoyed a picturesque view of downtown San Diego and casual mingling for the first hour of the 

event. The President and Co-Chairman of RALSD welcomed the event participants and 

described the structure of the event. The second hour of the event was dedicated to discussing the 

below topics, which were identified by the RALSD programming committee as the most 

pressing arts issues in San Diego. There were one to two tables dedicated to discussing each 

issue and at each table there was at least one member from RALSD. Area experts from each of 

the issues were also invited to attend to create deep and meaningful discourse across emerging 

and established arts professionals.  

1. Critics Wanted 
2. Plugging the Brain Drain 
3. We Are More Than Our Weather 
4. Stop Begging, Start Earning 
5. Your Target Demographic Is Deceased 

 
Each of these topics were detailed in promotional materials circulated prior to Creative 

Conversations: “Rise to the Occasion.” The exact text circulated to event participants is shared in 

this document.  Below each issue is a list of actionable ideas as well as a listing of practices to 

cease and desist in order to successfully address each of the five challenges.  
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EVENT FINDINGS 

 

1. Critics Wanted 
   

The Issue: San Diego suffers from a severe lack of serious critical arts journalism. This does not 
refer to upcoming event listings or profile pieces, but rather crucial review by qualified 
individuals analyzing the content and character of a work. Artistic works and productions that 
fail to accrue crucial review lose a powerful promotional tool, and some residencies, workshops 
and programs require the submission of critical reviews to participate. If quality critical review 
continues to be unattainable in San Diego, it will lead to a disincentive for artists to continue 
working here, which in turn will make the branding of San Diego as a creative economy even 
harder. 
 

As community members began their discussion of “Critics Wanted” they discovered that 

many of their struggles were the same.  In this group the varied backgrounds of different 

participants were revealed at the onset of the conversation and a few individuals initially 

controlled the conversation with their experiences and challenges as art critics. RALSD steering 

committee members were also present at this table and mediated the discussion towards the 
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present and future of arts criticism in San Diego. The conversation ranged from discussing the 

intention of arts criticism and then how to remedy the lack of dialogue about the arts in San 

Diego. The most salient takeaway from the discussion was the need for coming together to 

dissolve the bubbles of separation between arts organizations. These gaps prevent the utilization 

of national and international online platforms to raise the profile of San Diego arts and culture on 

a significant scale.   

Action Items: 

• Inform the public of the various roles of an art critic and the audiences they serve.  

Establishing general knowledge and value around arts criticism will make a 

stronger case for preserving and establishing new opportunities for art critics. 

o A traditional critic has social roles with regional art sub-committees, the larger art 

world, in addition to the regional non-arts community. 

o A critic must also have a strong enough brand to effectively record professional 

achievement in the art world and represent the art community and world to the 

media-reading outsiders. 

o Create a patchwork support system that bridges online and paper resources to 

provide more resources and avenues for critics to publish in San Diego.  

• Support worthy publication efforts that are already underway in San Diego. The 

arts community has a responsibility to advocate for existing publications and create 

an environment where quality arts journalism can thrive.  

o One example of a past venture that would have benefitted from additional support 

is Culture Buzz, an online Arts Journal by Art Pulse. 



 10 

o The current Voice of San Diego Culture Report is an example of something that 

the community should support. 

• Use the talent of scholars and artists to create a comprehensive community-driven 

discussion page to advance the arts in San Diego.  

o One benchmark of a community driven arts website that has successfully 

integrated arts criticism is PortlandArt.Net. 

o One example of a site created by two UC San Diego MFA Candidates is Dodo 

Editions. 

Cease & Desist: 

• Working on insular projects to improve arts criticism. 

o With the limited community resources focused on arts criticism it is clear that 

small one off online platforms are unsustainable without support and 

collaboration. Communication with existing online resources is key before 

embarking on new avenues for criticism.  

• Fixating on the past. 

o The resources and writers in place are constantly shifting in any given 

community. While it is important to learn from mistakes of our media outlets in 

the past and to make a case for preserving arts writing positions, there is little 

progress that comes from lamenting.  

• Comparing arts criticism in San Diego to more “established” cities. 

o Focusing on the frequency of art reviews in different locales is not a productive 

way to attract aspiring and established writers to San Diego.   

http://portlandart.net./
http://dodoeditions.com/
http://dodoeditions.com/
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2.   Plugging the Brain Drain  

The Issue: Let’s talk about why so many of our best and brightest keep getting lured away to 
what they perceive (or may actually be) greener pastures in other cities. We want to know how to 
keep them working in and bettering San Diego! Down with the diaspora!  
 

This conversation included a wide array of participants including steering committee 

members, general RALSD members, and individuals working within and beyond the arts in San 

Diego.  The participants brought diverse narratives about why some of their brightest colleagues 

have left San Diego, but the majority of the conversation centered on what San Diego needs to 

do in order to keep its intellectual capital.  
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Action Items:  

• Create a broad array of infrastructure and rebranding efforts to make living in San 

Diego appeal to artists and creative professionals. 

o Find ways to support and sustain galleries in San Diego. This has the potential to 

attract more visual artists and to keep artists in San Diego schools in the city after 

graduating. 

o Create opportunities for arts administrators and encourage arts organizations to 

boost lateral growth of emerging professionals.  

o Ensure that artists are being fairly compensated for their work in order to create a 

culture of value around the arts 

o Create arts programming with youth and young professionals in mind. 

o Increase industry and science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) 

collaborations to not only share resources, but also broaden exposure of arts 

organizations and artistic research happening in the community. 

• Present the proximity to Mexico as a unique strength and frame San Diego as an 

international hub. 

o Strengthen border relations in order to attract and sustain artists. Collaborations 

with artists in Tijuana present a vibrant space for arts and activism.  

o Create partnerships between cultural institutions in San Diego and Tijuana to 

share resources, residencies, and present collective events.  

• Properly compensate artists and arts administrators for their contributions in order 

to create a culture of value around the arts. 
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o In order to remain competitive arts jobs and artist’s work should be assessed 

compared to cities with comparable cost of living to ensure that there are 

sufficient opportunities in San Diego.    

Cease & Desist: 

• Continually comparing San Diego’s art scene to that of Los Angeles or New York. 

o Many artists do leave to those cities after being educated in San Diego, but 

replicating those cities does not take into consideration San Diego’s unique 

landscape.  Much like the previous group found, it is more productive to focus on 

our strengths than repeating the narrative that San Diego is not as “art-centered” 

as some other locales.  

• Creating non-profits without a unique mission or sustainable system for existence. 

o A strong network of arts organizations are essential for keeping talent in the 

community, but existing and thriving as a non-profit is challenging. Organizations 

that are created without sufficient planning and a distinct purpose will likely not 

survive.  

• Relying on the same few foundations and donors for sources of funding. 

o Organizations and artists alike should explore a variety of resources for funding. 

An additional brainstorming session to create an expansive list of grant 

opportunities would be a useful tool. This way there is less burnout from donors 

and an accessible list of grant-making bodies for artists.  
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3. We are more than our Weather 

The Issue: “Happy Happens” was an actual – thankfully aborted – attempted to brand San 
Diego at one point. We think we can do better. While our weather does indeed attract a certain 
kind of tourist, we believe additional demographics could be brought to San Diego, along with 
their dollars, if there was more of an effort to brand the city as an arts and culture destination, 
not just a hot and sunny one. Go Creative Economy, Go! 
 
  There were two tables focused on discussing San Diego as an arts and culture destination. 

The below notes present the combination of ideas culminating in these discussions. Much like 

the previous roundtable, the participants spent the bulk of their time identifying ideas for 

promoting the creative economy. 
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Action Items: 

• Embrace what makes San Diego a unique site. 

o Some highlights and distinguishing factors include: Comicon, La Jolla Playhouse, 

Paint Encinitas Mural Projects, Moving Parklet Design Project, Seafoam Sleep 

walk, and RALSD as a central hub.   

• Create an inclusive definition of culture in San Diego that is mindful of the toursim 

industry and takes into consideration places like Legoland and the Zoo.  

o Support tourism efforts that brand the San Diego as an artist friendly city. 

o Collaborate with area hotels to create new ways of promoting San Diego as a 

cultural destination. 

• Increase arts connections to small businesses to encourage smaller gifts and 

partnerships. 

o Increase civic support for corporate matching programs that encourage their 

employees to support community arts organizations.  

• Create innovative public art that is interactive, embraces the unexpected, and is 

audience-centered. 

o Introduce opportunities for the community to provide input on current and 

upcoming public art projects.   

• In a regional effort to support tourism funders should provide additional support 

for collaborative and destination based programs. 

o  Attractions such as the San Diego Film Festival or La Jolla Playhouse Biotech 

Innovation Night would fall in this category. 

• Strengthen transportation and carpool systems. 
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o Take advantage of existing resources like lyft and car 2 go as means of promoting 

tourism to cultural destinations. 

• Partner with leaders of the growing microbrewery scene in San Diego. 

o Beyond using craft beers as a sponsor for art festivals, find ways to creatively 

collaborate with breweries and showcase artwork in their unique venues. 

Cease & Desist: 

• Re-inventing the same programs. 

o Presenting conservative programming with the aims of pleasing the lowest 

common denominator dilutes the potential for inventive cultural programs.  

• Apologizing for what San Diego is not.    

o Instead, declare what the city is, unique and wonderful in its own right.   

• Ignoring the weather. 

o Outdoor installations and commentary on the San Diego eco-system through 

artwork are examples of ways to use the weather as distinguishing factor. While it 

is not the only factor for visiting San Diego, the weather can still be used as one 

way to promote the city. 
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4. Stop Begging and Start Earning 

The Issue:  How do we diversify our funding sources in the 21st century away from the same 
small pool of philanthropists, major gifts and grants?  In the “little-big town” of San Diego, we 
find most arts and culture organizations feeding off of the same funding sources, and in fact, 
competing for the same grants and donors.  How can we start to be more creative with our 
revenue streams and start looking at ways to earn money, rather than always asking?   
 

At this table, there were a mix of participants (i.e. a public school teacher, music 

administrator, a few marketing consultants, a local opera singer, a museum administrator, and a 

non-arts professional). This group was challenged with thinking outside-of-the-box about what 

art really is. Is art something the community values? What are the barriers that keep our 

audiences from expanding and everyday people from attending the opera and visiting museums?  

Asking these questions helped this collective realize some of the traps that keep organizations 

dependent on philanthropy and some simple steps to take to bring about change. This group 
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discussed general action items that fall under three broad themes followed and pinpointed action 

items from this brainstorming session to be completed within the next three years.   

General Action Items:  

• Reform 501(c)3 and hybrid entity options. 

o Request state officials to pass more hybrid business entity options (ie. L3C) which 

can potentially ease funding restrictions on organizations. 

o Put pressure on grantors to grant outside the tax-deductible model. 

o There should be an arts council or foundation that provides fiscal sponsorship for 

local artists, collaborations, and projects.  

o Change the messaging of arts and culture organizations to focus on “Art for Art’s 

sake” and reinstate cultural value. 

o Organizations with a shared vision should consider mergers and acquisitions. 

Uniting larger organizations with a shared audiences and collective funding would 

avoid the duplication of efforts and use of the same donors. 

• Reframe the conversation of fundraising and involve the community in this process.  

o Language around contributing to the arts should not sound like begging, but rather 

asking for investment. Show long-term evidence of the benefits of this investment 

and show the community how their contribution would be part of a greater good. 

o Show the final product to your investors (ie. educators show parents their students’ 

final product to motivate parental giving) 

o Diversify.  Change the perception of who can give and who can’t.  For example, 

the “Young Professionals” demographic can be seen as “Investors,” even if they 

are not necessarily major gift prospects. 
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o Create programs that are accessible and show that art is not an exclusive activity 

for the elite. (i.e. Classics, Museums, Theater, and Opera should be made more 

relevant and include more audiences across generations and class divides; 

experiment with events in nontraditional venues but with convenient parking).  

• Encourage organizational awareness.  

o Explore Crowd-funding best practices and failures. 

o Identify the top organizational strengths and find ways to connect profit making to 

the things an organization does best. 

o Create an artist exchange program that integrates local bartenders.  

Action Items to be Realized Over 1-3 Years: 

• Merge and collaborate with similar organizations. 

• Host a Pitch Day for Non-Profits in addition to presenting less-formal 

mixers for potential donors.  

• Change messaging and public perception. 

• Create more programs that unite communities. 

• Create more local and family-oriented events to engage wider audiences. 

Cease & Desist: 

• Complaining and tiring out. 

• Elitist and separatist practices that frame the arts as excusive. 

• Using the same Board of Directors that does not reflect the diversity in the 

community. 
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5. Your Target Demographic is Deceased:  

In the works of a RAL member who served on the board of one very old and esteemed Balboa 
park institution, “our target demographic is deceased.” Pale, stale, and male is how another 
famously characterized the monochromatic patronage so many institutions rely on. Token 
gestures have been made to court new audiences, but are they effective and genuine, or just Taco 
Tuesday for one-percenters? How do we stop paying lip service to diversification and actually 
create art for everyone? 
 

There were two tables focused on discussing the monotonous audiences in San Diego’s 

arts and culture scene. The participants in these tables found some commonalities with the 

previous roundtable, “Stop Begging, Start Earning.” The ideas extracted from the “Your Target 

Demographic is deceased tables also focus on ways to broaden and sustain new audiences. 
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Action Items:  

• Create programs that require older established institutions to collaborate with 

young grass roots organizations.  

o Share ideas and best practices, while creating opportunities for audience 

crossover.  

• Involve audiences in presenting ideas for upcoming programming.  

o Engage young collectors or audiences and youth volunteers in this process. 

• Re-imagine the concept of “community” & “audience” by expanding entry-points to 

the arts.  

o Create workshops, demonstrations, previews, and affordable opportunities to 

attract a broader demographic of individuals. 

o Make an effort through correspondence and surveys to get to know the new 

expanded community. 

o Broaden the notion of a “target audience.”  

Cease & Desist: 

• Relying solely on philanthropists.  

o Platforms like Kickstarter, Indiegogo, and Creative Catalyst are ways to branch 

out and explore other options for raising money.  

o Making assumptions about art audiences. 

o There is no simplistic description of people who attend art events, therefore 

proper audience assessment tools should be implemented before generalizing. 

o Limit educational programming to kids. 
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o This negates a great deal of the audience that is also interested in learning and 

contextualizing art.  

o Creating programs in competition with like-minded arts organizations.  

o There is a need to coordinate with similar organizations and minimize 

competition within the arts.  

THEMES ACROSS DIFFERENT CONVERSATIONS 

After the groups took notes and discussed the various topic areas, one member from each 

table shared out a few highlights from their conversation. In coming together and sharing out the 

different issues discussed it is clear that there was some overlap in the dialogue across the 

different tables.  Ideas for expanding access to quality and innovative arts programming was 

presented in different groups. Another recurring topic was the emerging presence of the STEM 

to STEAM movement and how arts organizations can capitalize on this momentum. Another 

theme that prevailed was the importance of collaboration versus working in silos. Various tables 

also brought up the importance of differentiating the arts community in San Diego, particularly 

from the Los Angeles arts community. There was also a great deal of overlap in the commentary 

around practices that we should cease and desist. Comparisons to other cities and complaints 

were cited as counterproductive to the collective aims of the Rising Arts Leaders in San Diego. 

Similarly, practices that frame the arts as exclusive hinder the growth of the arts scene. The level 

of overlap across the various conversations is telling of the connectivity of the five issues 

presented at Creative Conversations.   
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AREAS FOR FURTHER EXPLORATION 

 There is room for considering both the structure of this event and the information 

gathered in at “Creative Conversations: Rise to the Occasion.” The event takes place annually in 

the future and will continue to be programmed by RALSD. Positive elements of the 2014 

Creative Conversation event included the inspiring venue in the heart of downtown San Diego, 

the strong turnout of both established and emerging professionals, and the general ease of the 

flow of the event. Some areas for consideration for future Creative Conversations include 

varying the format so there is more time to analyze the information that is shared out at each of 

the roundtables. One of the suggested formats for future creative conversations includes a series 

of smaller workshops instead one all-encompassing event. There are also more possibilities for 

follow-up and accountability of the action items presented at Creative Conversations. This 

document acts as one mechanism to track progress in future years. Annual assessment of this 

event by the Rising Arts Leaders of San Diego is imperative towards continuing productive 

conversations among prominent figures in the arts community. Artistic production in San Diego 

has the potential to receive national and international recognition with the proper administrative 

structures to bolster the vibrant talent in the community. It is the civic duty of arts administrators, 

artists, and the city as a whole to come together to advocate for arts resources and share the 

unique attributes of the arts in San Diego.  
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