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KEEPERS OF THE FLAME:  
A study of culturally specific dance 
organizations in Northern California

Research brief based on A Community of Dance: A Baseline Study of Culturally Specific Dance Organizations in 
Northern California, written by Anh Thang Dao-Shah, Ph.D., and Anne Huang, Ph.D.

Introduction

Culturally specific dance encompasses hundreds of 
dance traditions that are essential to preserving and 
sustaining the history and culture of communities 
around the country. While culturally specific dance tra-
ditions play an integral role in diverse intergenerational 
communities, the dance artists and groups that maintain 
them are often overlooked by arts service organizations 
and funders. World Arts West (WAW), a San Francisco 
based arts service organization, co-led a study with Cre-
ative Equity Research Partners (CERP) to illuminate key 
characteristics of culturally specific dance organizations 
in Northern California. 

What is the research context?

Grassroots artists and organizations that serve predom-
inantly Black, Indigenous, People of Color, immigrant, 
and refugee communities are underrepresented in data 
on the arts sector. This situation has impeded field 
understanding of grassroots, culturally specific dance 
organizations, which are rooted in community cultural 
traditions and practices. It has also hindered the devel-
opment of more equitable approaches to supporting the 
sustainability of the dance sector. 

What are the research findings?

The findings address the organizational structures, 
funding sources, programming, community role, and 
particular challenges of culturally specific dance groups 
in Northern California. They also point to the need for 
better representation of culturally specific organizations 
in broader arts data and resource allocation.  

Research Approach 
The research team reviewed World Arts 

West’s database of culturally specific dance 
organizations. They surveyed organizations 

included in the WAW database and conducted 
three focus groups with arts leaders and artists 

from Northern California’s culturally specific 
dance sector. A community advisory group 

consisting of area dance leaders guid-
ed the research process, supported 

recruitment, and provided 
feedback on preliminary 

findings.
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The staff and volunteers of culturally specific dance 
organizations reported challenges in the philanthropic 
community’s arts funding priorities, which often misper-
ceived and undersupported the artistic and community 
building roles of traditional and folk arts. Study partic-
ipants noted that funders often prefer artistic works 
viewed as new and innovative, failing to recognize the 
dynamism of culturally specific art and the individual, 
community, and societal value of sustaining cultural 
traditions.  

Despite low funder investment in the sector, the study’s 
findings indicate that culturally specific dance organiza-
tions are active contributors to their communities and 
are integral to ensuring a diverse arts ecosystem—the 
individuals, organizations, audiences, and other systems 
that support and sustain the arts. Study participants 
regularly perform as part of community events, in addi-
tion to producing their own programming. Community 
concerns are also central to culturally specific work. 
Many dance artists reported community identity and 
well-being as critical factors that drove their practice. 

Culturally specific dance is taught and performed 
through a diversity of operational models while being 
heavily reliant on unpaid labor. Although two-thirds of 
the organizations surveyed have a formal business struc-
ture in place, less than half operate as independent non-
profit organizations. Other operational models employed 

by dance organizations include volunteer-led models (10 
percent of survey respondents) and fiscal sponsorship 
through independent nonprofit organizations (14 per-
cent of survey respondents). Most of the organizations 
surveyed create and present artistic works and deliver 
community services with little to no paid staff; less than 
a quarter said they were “always” able to pay perform-
ers for their work. Heavy reliance on volunteer labor 
has contributed to high staff turnover and leadership 
burnout. It has also threatened the overall sustainability 
of the sector. A related obstacle is the ability to access 
rehearsal and performance space. Many of the artists 
surveyed expressed the need for safe and affordable 
spaces based in their own communities. 
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Implications for Stakeholders

• Arts service organizations and funders should consider expanding program criteria to explicitly include groups
without a legally registered status, volunteer-run, and for-profit organizations in their granting and program
eligibility.

• To obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the professional arts sector, researchers may want to review
field definitions, genre classification systems, and conceptual frameworks that exclude or omit unpaid artists
and/or organizational staff to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the professional arts sector.

• Arts service organizations and funders should recruit culturally specific artists for organizational staff and board
positions and actively seek culturally specific arts leader input in field surveys and sector-wide initiatives.
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