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It’s not really about the material. 
It’s about our ability to shape things.
    -Theaster Gates

INTRODUCTION

Creating space for a creative practice is, in itself, a creative practice. A nonprofit 
arts and cultural organization serves as a space where artists find joy, upend, edit, 
perfect, dissent, present, document, and celebrate their artistic expression. Creative 
spaces are bespoke and sacred, embedded with their own unique rhythms and 
temperaments, making them fertile ground for discovery and genius. Often founded 
by and for artists, they must be nurtured and sustained with the same creative 
energies to grow beyond their conception. 

Behind the scenes are the art administrators. These are the individuals who build 
infrastructure and guide operations, who ensure that artists can bring their visions 
to life—for themselves, their peers, their audiences, and future generations.
These administrators must be as innovative as the artists they support, while 
working within the mold of, in most cases, nonprofit art business. Arts and cultural 
nonprofits are businesses. Through a combination of intuition, experience, 
partnership, and/or training, those in leadership of these spaces should have an 
understanding of how to shape and maintain such organizations.

Magnitude and Bond: A Field Study on Black Literary Arts Organizations (“Magnitude 
and Bond”), a Cave Canem and Ithaka S+R research collaboration funded by The 
Wallace Foundation,1 reveals that many Black literary organizations have been 
nimble and survived because they operate lean. Committed to serving the artistic 

1 Liam Sweeny and Deidre Harkins, “Magnitude and Bond: A Field Study on Black Literary Arts Organizations,” Ithaka S+R 
(2024): Resilience and Legacy, p. 7-15
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communities from which they emerge, they often rely on volunteer labor and a 
profound love of the word. However, for these organizations to be sustainable in the 
long term, they need other tools and resources. They require community agreement, 
business management, codes of conduct, and stewardship that respond to the 
evolving needs of both internal and external audiences. They require an ability to 
navigate the shifting landscape of the arts field and the broader socioeconomic 
factors, including financial stability, that impact organizations today. This article, 
written by Lisa Willis and Hallie Hobson as a companion piece to Magnitude and 
Bond, offers a sustainability framework that art administrators in leadership roles 
can apply to strengthen and future-proof their organizations. 

In the following pages, we will present highlights of challenges in our journey from 
2021 to 2024 with Cave Canem, understanding that they are not unique and can 
be helpful in discerning solutions for issues that are prevalent in the field at large. 
Although our work is not over, we feel that a tremendous amount of growth and 
stability has been built over the last few years, none of which could have taken place 
without the past and present board and staff, numerous philanthropic partners, and 
of course, the Cave Canem Fellowship.  

In our ongoing cultivation of a sustainable future and institutional development of 
Cave Canem, we have surfaced four key strategies grounded in Magnitude and Bond:

1. Leadership
•  Develop “two-sided” leadership that balances artistic vision 

with operational expertise.
•  Acknowledge the challenges, including socio-emotional blocks, 

in transitioning from grassroots origins to mature structures.

2. Strategic Planning
•  Analyze and understand the business of creative work.
•  Prioritize long-term sustainability over growth for its own sake.
•  Use strategic plans as actionable frameworks rather than static

documents.
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3. Programming
•  Properly resource core programs before developing new ones. 
•  Don’t be afraid to say no.
•  Focus on planning and research to meet community needs while

avoiding overextension.

4. Operations
•  Recognize and acknowledge the true pace and cost of change.

For each of these focus areas, we will offer an anecdote from Lisa’s firsthand 
experience as the Executive Director of Cave Canem. From her personal narrative, 
I, as Principal of HSH Consulting, will present the lessons learned. 

Lisa Willis (she/her) is a creative space maker with over 20 years of experience 
managing multi-disciplinary projects in the nonprofit and commercial arts 
sectors. She has held various consulting and management roles in development, 
programming, and operations. I (she/her) have spent many years inside nonprofit 
arts and cultural organizations including The Museum of Modern Art, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, and The Studio Museum in Harlem, to name a few. 
In 2019, I launched HSH Consulting LLC to continue contributing to the vitality 
and health of nonprofit institutions by developing and implementing innovative 
business, fundraising, and patron engagement strategies. 

This article is not a one-size-fits-all solution but rather a mirror in which we hope 
others can see themselves. We hope the true inspiration people take away is the 
spark to examine the DNA of their own organizations, discover the blueprint for an 
operational framework that honors their creative space, and sets them on a long-
term path toward operational, fiscal, and cultural health.
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THE CAVE CANEM CASE 
I WANT TO DO THAT

At the age of six, my mother took me to see the Dance Theatre of Harlem 
at the Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C. Our seats were in the first row on 
the first tier, stage right, offering a panoramic view and full immersion into 
the sea of colorful dancers on stage. Dressed in one of my department store 
Sunday dresses, a dainty purse, tights, and patent leather Mary Jane shoes, 
I sat riveted through the entire performance, each moment more exhilarating 
than the last—and then the finale! In the darkness of the theater, my eyes 
and ears transfixed, my life changed. I wanted to do that.

What was that? It was to have a role in the creative process and the awe-
inspiring impact of, in the words of Viola Davis, “the only profession that 
celebrates what it means to live a life.” Over the years, I’ve practiced dance 
and music—and have experienced firsthand the ineffable act of creating 
art. I have also learned the craft of translating creativity from the page 
to the stage. What I’ve harvested from many years of being the lone wolf 
holding it down at private and public events, shepherding individual artists 
or small arts organizations from idea to presentation, are technical skills: 
developing project calendars, managing logistics, reading budgets, working 
with a kaleidoscope of personalities and work styles, and making effective 
cases for funding or attracting audiences. The journey of envisioning a 

LEADERSHIP
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sequence, homing in on and selecting the elements needed to crystallize 
something tangible, and turning an idea into reality is an art form unto itself.
One of my first “two-sided” roles was as a music royalty accountant in the 
late 1990s/early 2000s (pre-digital downloads and streaming). My job 
required me to review artist and producer royalty statements and confirm 
the advances, recoupable costs, sales units, rates, catalog information, and 
“reserve holdback” were correct. When stores sold CDs, artists were credited 
royalties for units sold; but to account for returns, record labels would 
hold back royalties—the reserve holdback—based on a complex formula. 
On one occasion, the numbers did not look correct on an artist account. 
Reserve holdbacks could be significant, especially for popular artists with 
distributions to mega-retailers, but this one was nearing seven figures. 
Based on my understanding of the field and the typical patterns of the 
statements, something was off.

Getting to the bottom of it turned me into a detective. I tracked sales trends 
for comparison, learned the holdback formula to follow the numbers, 
and tracked down a now-defunct software to gather evidence that these 
were royalties owed to the artist. In the end, I uncovered nearly $1M in 
royalties that had been held back due to a computer glitch. This experience 
demonstrated why understanding the numbers is crucial, even in the arts. 

I don’t have an MBA, but over the years, I’ve gained a real-world 
understanding of what it takes to make things happen, including finance 
and operational skills. I’ve learned the nuts and bolts of building exceptional 
artistic experiences, which have shaped my practice. I am also an only 
parent by choice. Like many, I’ve learned just as much from motherhood 
as from work—budgeting, patience, problem-solving, working across 
generations, communication, consensus-building, and coordinating complex 
logistics in environments that have not been hospitable to parenting or 
considerate of the true resourcing needed to do so.

As leaders of Black literary nonprofits and creative spaces, we should 
recognize that some of the skills we use every day—skills we may not 
realize are transferable—are crucial for building institutions that counter 
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traditional structures. Through this, we can create something bespoke, 
valuable, and sustainable.

The Black literary field would greatly benefit from developing “two-sided” leaders 
who combine artistic vision with organizational expertise. These leaders are fluent 
in creating a nurturing, sometimes messy, generative space for creativity, while also 
understanding the core tenets of organizational operations and adapting them to 
suit their specific context—especially during times of growth or transition.

Magnitude and Bond noted that many leaders in the study are subject-area experts 
(literature and poetry) but may have limited experience in operations, finance, 
and marketing.2 As organizations evolve, these gaps in expertise can become 
increasingly challenging to navigate.  

Founders and leaders in the early years of an organization are often those who saw 
a spark, recognized a need, and created something to address it. These leaders—
often artists, writers, and creatives themselves—understood the needs of their 
communities, which are made up of other artists, writers, and creatives. They may 
not have known how to build an organization per se, but they made something 
happen, drawing on friends, volunteers, and resources in unconventional ways. They 
built their community organically, creating something new and essential.

As organizations mature and transition from emerging to established—with a desire 
to exist at least for the foreseeable future—they may need leaders with more formal 
institution-building skills. These leaders may possess what I am calling “two-sided” 
leadership traits, such as:

1.  A deep affinity for, or connection to, the community served

2. Valuing the unique qualities of artistic and cultural production, 
whether or not they are themselves an artist, and committing to 
preserving these elements

3. A willingness to become an expert in the institution’s unique 
operational model, whether through experience, training, 
collaboration, and/or outsourcing

2 Domain and Operational Expertise, p. 16-17
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4. The ability to pivot perspectives, balancing the future needs of 
the organization (for staff, board, and external audiences) while 
honoring the present and past

5. A team-building mindset

6. Case-building and storytelling skills

Traits two and three may require additional coaching, training, or advising to 
complement the leader’s natural abilities. The best way to impart this knowledge 
is through embodied or experiential learning. For example, understanding how 
to read a profit-and-loss statement might seem daunting, but understanding 
one’s own organization’s financials—which are tied to actual revenue lines and 
expenses—may feel more tangible and translatable. Demystifying numbers and 
operations through hands-on learning can provide valuable insights.

Not every leader will possess all aspects of two-sided leadership, and the field should 
continue to explore supplementing these qualities with external expertise such 
as consultants or fractional CFOs. Outsourcing some elements of organizational 
operations (e.g., through services like ArtsPool or ArtsFMS) is certainly a viable 
option, but keep in mind that leaders will still need to maintain a dialogue with 
those external experts and remain responsible for managing and interpreting their 
work. Some organizations have implemented co-leadership structures (e.g., co-
directors, director and deputy) which may also assist with the better matching of 
responsibility and expertise. 

It should also be said that “corporate” or dominant-culture experience (when not 
tempered with the sensitivities to artistic production and infrastructure-building) 
can be a bad fit. What may be perceived as “best practice” may actually be quite 
harmful, if they are applying boilerplate policies and procedures lifted from spaces 
that are not comparable to our own. One example: a small nonprofit organization 
hired a consultant to support board development, revise their charter, and create 
a more robust framework for volunteer leadership. The consultant recommended 
creating eight new board subcommittees for an organization with a budget under 
$500,000 and a board that struggled to meet quorum at quarterly meetings. This 
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so-called “best practice” further burdened the already under-resourced staff with 
scheduling and reporting requirements, setting the organization up for failure.

It is worth noting that leadership at many culturally-specific institutions often 
oversees flat organizational structures. These organizations typically lack a deep 
pool of staff, with a few individuals handling multiple roles. These individuals 
often act as generalists rather than specialists, and there is little to no mid-level 
management. While flat organizations can be nimble to some extent and may foster 
camaraderie and loyalty (“we run like a family…”), they often struggle with role clarity 
and specialized expertise. These challenges become particularly evident when the 
organization attempts to scale. Typically, there is one experienced senior manager, 
while other team members are emerging professionals or volunteers who require 
significant coaching, training, or mentoring. This dynamic has made many Black-
led or Black-focused organizations de facto talent incubators for the broader field. 
However, this model can also place an overwhelming burden on the few individuals 
with expertise, leading to burnout and limiting the organization’s long-term capacity.

This is another reason why funding (general operating support in particular) is 
essential when organizations are right-sizing their organizations. These groups 
often have a large divide to bridge, evolving both from volunteer to paid roles and 
also from modest to fair/market compensation. Otherwise, they are unable to 
be competitive in the marketplace to attract and retain top talent. I’ve met many 
leaders who possess trait one (“A deep affinity for or connection to the community 
served”) who have said they can’t even consider looking at job descriptions for 
culturally-specific organizations, knowing that more than not such jobs will pay tens 
of thousands of dollars less than a similar role at a dominant-culture organization.

This is not to suggest that every organization should aim to significantly increase 
its payroll or expand its full-time staff—such an approach may not be right for 
everyone. In fact, it might be the antithesis of what an organization should do. For 
some organizations, having a leadership team made up of subject-area experts, 
offering part-time roles that allow individuals to both manage the organization and 
engage with the community and their own artistic practices, may be ideal. However, 
the mission, work, and operations should align with the resources available 
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(including time and sanity). This could mean choosing to publish the journal 
twice a year instead of monthly, without an extensive set of related programs. An 
organization might then create a growth plan that scales into fair compensation 
for part-time or freelance positions, knowing that this will be just one aspect of 
an individual’s broader professional life. The point is to create a container and 
infrastructure for each unique set of circumstances.

It is important for the field—and for funders supporting this work—to invest 
in equipping leaders with the tools to develop a true detailed understanding of 
the business of their own organizations. These tools should not focus on 
abstract management principles, but on helping leaders see how their own 
unique organization operates, and how to better it. Arts administration is a craft, 
not a science.
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STrategic
PLANNING

THE CAVE CANEM CASE 
OPERATIONAL OBSTACLES

When I arrived at the Cave Canem offices in June 2021, I was confronted 
with a chaotic welcome party—dozens of 5-gallon water jugs lined up at 
the entrance, a silent reminder of almost a year and a half of unopened 
deliveries. The office had not been in regular use since the 2020 “New York 
State on PAUSE” executive ‘stay-at-home’ order was issued by the Governor, 
but no one had called the water company to stop the shipments. It was 
a little thing, but those water bottles became emblematic of the issues I 
confronted when I (originally hired as the Development Manager) took on 
the interim Executive Director role. There was a lack of core operational 
protocols and infrastructure, which led to a constant flood of nagging issues 
that distracted us from more mission-related, strategic work. 

It was an intense period: Cave Canem had four leaders in less than five 
years and a very lean staff, and had committed to an incredibly ambitious 
calendar of programs to celebrate its 25th anniversary. The annual retreat 
would return that summer as a one-week fully remote series of events with 
technical demands that were new to us. All this activity was set against a 
backdrop of a global health pandemic and increased calls for social justice 
brought on by greater attention in the moment to racially-motivated 
violence.
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I had originally engaged Hallie as a fundraising strategist, but our work 
pivoted to addressing the organization’s health as a whole. We came to 
realize that the “small” operational obstacles—no one knew the Wi-Fi 
password or how to update the website, and those water bottles!—were 
symptoms of a larger issue. Cave Canem was a 25-year-old start-up 
that had outgrown its original infrastructure and hadn’t yet developed a 
new one. And so we set about developing a multiyear plan to build a new 
infrastructure that would support all the genius that was Cave Canem.

***
The pandemic forced our 2022 annual board retreat to Zoom, so rather 
than sharing space together, we were sharing screens. And yet, in those 
little square boxes we did some important foundational work towards the 
strategic planning process that revealed key insights, which ultimately 
unlocked the rest of the work to come. Some of the work was financial and 
strategic, but much of it was socio-emotional—and had we not tackled it 
that way, we wouldn’t have been able to make the breakthroughs we did.

After Hallie presented our Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and 
Threats (SWOT) analysis and talked through the operational needs of the 
organization, and with the help of facilitation, we were able to process our 
reactions to what had been shared. It was during this discussion that the 
co-founders had an epiphany. To them, the Cave Canem Fellowship and the 
organization had always been one and the same: the Fellows were Cave 
Canem. Yet over two decades, staff and programs had emerged around 
the Fellowship—to take care of and serve them, manage the retreat, and 
develop and execute other programs to broaden awareness and reach. 
This meant that, in actuality, the Fellows were not exactly the same as 
Cave Canem. Cave Canem had evolved from a group of poets around a 
kitchen table to a Fellowship of more than 500 Black poets and a nonprofit 
organization with staff, an office, furniture, technology, and obligations to 
New York State. In many ways, we had not fully recognized the organization 
as distinct from the Fellowship, and this resulted in not resourcing it properly.

There was fear: of growing too big, of losing autonomy, of being forced to 
take money from questionable sources, of becoming an institution. But the 
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greatest fear was of losing the “Cave Canem-ness”—the intimacy, the magic 
of the transformational sharing that happened at the retreat.

That epiphany allowed us to collectively acknowledge our trepidation while 
also recognizing the dysfunction and harms that had resulted from not 
growing our infrastructure accordingly. The board and staff now knew that 
we had to commit ourselves to the core objective of preserving the “Cave 
Canem-ness” while also innovating a financially and operationally sound 
organization. Hallie and I developed a financial model and projections that 
showed that in order to scale and continue doing the work we were currently 
doing, we needed to grow from a ~$600k organization to just under $2M. 
We collectively confirmed our willingness to try and commit ourselves to 
innovating a new structure that would honor what the work had always 
been about.

Throughout the development of Magnitude and Bond, it became apparent that 
there is skepticism around the strategic planning process.3 To be fair, when 
approached as one of the “master’s tools,”4 strategic plans are not of much active 
use, often becoming just a document to fulfill contractual requirements that ends 
up gathering dust in a drawer. I have seen many organizations enter into planning 
processes with a sense of dread, obligation, and a belief that the effort was 
designed to serve everyone—most notably funders—but the nonprofit itself. 
(“I don’t have time to wordsmith our mission statement! Just tell me what I need 
to say to get these resources!”) When these processes are run to fulfill a preconceived 
notion of what external parties would like to see, or to place organizations into 
a one-size-fits-all template of “healthy operations” that may not reflect the unique 
aspirations or practices of the organization, they can absolutely become a 
hindrance rather than a help.

A strategic plan is not merely a piece of paper. It is a process by which an organization 
initiates a strategic dialogue with itself. It is the process of developing an intimate 
portrait—warts and all—of the organization: past, present, and a way to build a map 
for evolving into its next best future self. The greatest compliment a client ever paid 

3 Strategic Planning, p. 17-19
4 Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” 1983
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me was when Lisa said she had pinned up the Cave Canem strategic plan at her 
desk,5 and that she used it to guide decision-making on a daily basis. This is what 
a strategic plan should really provide for an organization: an orienting framework 
by which actual decisions can be made, and yeses and nos can be determined 
and applied, as well as a filter or lens through which to process new information 
and assess whether it advances or hinders the stated goals. A number of survey 
participants said that a strategic plan would restrict their creativity and prevent 
them from pivoting or making new decisions. On the contrary, when done correctly, 
a strategic plan should provide a system of thinking that allows for the exploration 
of creativity in a planful and resourced manner.

In Cave Canem’s plan, the first objective (“To create, maintain, and model a healthy 
operational culture”) and associated strategy (“Be thoughtful and conscientious 
about translating dreams to plans, as well as building resources, operations, and 
culture to bring plans to sustainable fruition”) explicitly named our need to build a 
new, healthy container for all the genius that was Cave Canem. We knew we had to 
attend to our internal infrastructure before we could, say, launch a publishing house 
or send a poet to the moon—and we had to talk about doing so in a way that was 
compelling to the board and funders. 

The field cannot keep asking organizations what their next big, “sexy” programmatic 
dreams are without also focusing on their operational and fiscal health. By the time 
we pay attention, organizations are in crisis and we all lament, “What happened?” 
I have seen countless nonprofits go through visioning exercises with consultants 
to dream up their next big idea and immediately start hiring and resourcing that 
vision without considering the budgetary implications. One or two years later, they 
discover that they are now running (or deepening an already existing) structural 
deficit, or worse. 

Strategic planning processes should be done with a parallel financial analysis of 
the organization—how do we function as a business?—so that the resulting 
strategic plan reflects the values and goals, and outlines how to build an operating 
model that makes those values and goals real in a sustainable way. This highlights 

5 https://cavecanempoets.org/the-future-of-black-poets-and-poetry-cave-canems-new-vision-and-mission

https://cavecanempoets.org/the-future-of-black-poets-and-poetry-cave-canems-new-vision-and-mission
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why multiyear general operating support and, when appropriate, capacity-building 
funds, are essential to sustaining healthy nonprofits.

A few final notes on planning processes: the goal does not need to be “bigger, faster, 
better.” The goal could be to answer the questions: Do we want to still exist after our 
founders transition out? Have we fulfilled our need in the field? Should we narrow our 
focus? Maintain the status quo? Can we do half the work in twice the time? Can we wind 
down in a thoughtful way that recognizes our impact and takes care of our internal 
and external stakeholders? Again, planning should be a process to understand an 
organization’s unique situation and develop solutions that address the actual 
questions at the heart of its current stage of development—not an imperialist/
capitalist/dominant-culture vision of “more for the sake of more.”

It can be helpful, but is not essential, to work with an outside consultant. One of the 
essential skills consultants provide is distance and perspective. To run a planning 
process, one must step back from the day-to-day work to gain a vantage point from 
which patterns and trends can be analyzed, so the organization is addressing root 
causes of both successes and challenges—not just symptoms.
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Programming
THE CAVE CANEM CASE 
NATIONAL WORKSHOP ROLLOUT

In 2023, we decided to expand our biannual New York City poetry 
workshops into a national model. We selected five cities and planned to 
launch 10-week, fellow-led workshops across the country, while continuing 
our existing programs in New York and hosting the annual retreat in 
Greensburg. 

It was a fantastic idea, but the scale and speed of the rollout were too 
ambitious for our incredibly lean team. We had limited direct production 
experience and lacked on-the-ground contacts or partners. Each city 
presented unique challenges: the dynamics of each poetry community 
were different; we didn’t know the venues, neighborhoods, or geography; 
audience engagement varied; and we struggled to connect with the full 
Fellows’ community in each area, due to limited contact information. 
Initially, all the workshops were scheduled to happen at the same time, both 
in person and online, which multiplied the work our New York-based staff 
had to complete in a very short period.

As a result, during the initial launch, one of the workshops had to be 
rescheduled. Audience attendance was low, awareness of the programs 
wasn’t sufficient, and technical issues with the virtual component of the 
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workshops caused further disruptions. It was a dynamic program idea, but 
we hadn’t built considerations of access into the planning process, and 
the launch was less successful than we had hoped. Had we gone through 
a more detailed planning process, we might have gained a more realistic 
understanding of the resources needed, which might have suggested 
starting with just one city or a smaller pilot program that fit within our 
current capacity and allowed for scaling.

In the end, we did manage to move forward, having learned lessons from 
the rushed launch. By articulating what we discovered and presenting our 
revised plan to our funder, they agreed to extend their sponsorship to pilot 
the programs over two years instead of one. By the second year, we had 
learned from the initial hiccups and decided to focus on adding only one 
new city in addition to the ongoing New York workshops. This allowed for 
more thorough planning, marketing, and recruitment time, leading to more 
successful execution, engagement, and participation.

Magnitude and Bond notes that Black literary organizations, rooted in their 
communities, excel at creating programming that facilitates what is referred to as 
“horizontal community building”—the magical connective tissue that brings creators 
together, erases isolation, and strengthens artistic voices.6 “This suggests that 
a major role of literary arts organizations is fostering connections and providing 
opportunities for writers and audiences to have shared experiences.” It was once 
illegal for Black people to read in the U.S., so for Black people to set ideas into 
language and then get to share them in community is an incredibly powerful act. 

However, across the sector, I have observed a tendency to underproduce programs. 
This does not mean that organizations need to create Broadway-style literary 
readings, but rather that they must address what the study broadly defines as 
“access” (i.e.,  production). Access often involves practical considerations, such 
as ensuring events are reachable by public transportation, providing virtual 
programming options, scheduling events at times convenient for attendees, and 
marketing them far enough in advance to allow for planning.7

6 Horizontal Community Building, p. 26
7 Community Feedback on Programmatic Offerings, p. 23
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When Lisa joined Cave Canem, the staff often remarked, “Oh, we really just do the 
retreat, the workshops, and the two core prizes.” While there were a few additional 
events, the staff believed their programming was limited to three or four core 
activities. However, I frequently heard anecdotes about other events:

“Oh, we always host this panel at that time of year.”

“Oh, this is a longstanding partnership; we just do it informally.”

“I spoke to so-and-so, who had a great idea, and we…”

To clarify the scope of programming, I encouraged the team to conduct a complete 
program audit as part of the planning process. They discovered their calendar had 
grown to encompass more than 60 distinct programs across six different areas. 
Over two decades, these opportunities had accumulated without consistent 
assessment or adequate resources.

Simultaneously, the team was struggling to address the “access” components of 
the programs they were already running. They underestimated the labor, time, and 
financial resources required to execute their initiatives. A crowded calendar led 
to rushed planning, which often resulted in marketing with too little notice and 
small audiences. Programs were launched without written contracts, minimum fee 
standards for poets, or proper planning protocols. Compounding these challenges, 
the organization faced critical operational infrastructure issues. For instance, the 
website’s backend hadn’t been updated since the 2000s and crashed almost weekly. 
No staff member had the expertise to maintain it beyond basic content edits.

To address these challenges, we decided to focus on properly resourcing and 
executing the organization’s core programs—the retreat, the New York workshop, 
and the founding prizes. We agreed that no new programs would be introduced 
during this period, allowing time to evaluate and refine the rest of the calendar.

This shift required the team to embrace the strategic power of saying “no,” enabling 
them to plan more thoughtfully and reduce reactive decision-making. While it 
took eight to twelve months for this approach to take hold, it was essential for 
breaking the cycle of overcommitment and underproduction. By prioritizing focus 
and sustainability, Cave Canem positioned itself to create a clear professional path 
forward and strengthen its long-term impact.
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OPerations
THE CAVE CANEM CASE 
THE RETREAT

In June 2022, I arrived on the campus of the University of Pittsburgh at 
Greensburg, the current home of the Cave Canem Annual Retreat, for the 
first time. The campus was tranquil and modestly appointed with a few 
small dorms and facilities scattered throughout—at least for now. Our team 
consisted of me, four full-time employees, and three temporary retreat staff. 
We arrived two days early to prepare for the gathering of 35 poets from 
around the world for an intensive week of writing and fellowship.

The retreat was the Thing. Fellows, Faculty, our co-founders, and members 
of the board all emphasized over the year leading up to this moment 
that the heart—the living spirit—of Cave Canem resided in this retreat: a 
concentration of poetic energy and a gathering of community that served 
as a catalyst for artistic excellence, revelatory creation, lifelong connections, 
and more. What began 25 years ago as a small gathering of poets at a 
monastery in 1996 had evolved into a cornerstone of the Black literary 
calendar. Much more than writers’ summer camp, the words for its magic 
escaped even poets. 

The 2022 retreat was particularly poignant for many because it was their 
first in-person gathering since the start of the global pandemic. The 
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Opening Circle—a traditional and emotionally-rich ritual that sets the tone 
for the week, grounding participants in trust and community—carried 
even greater significance that year. As we moved around the room over a 
few hours, allowing each poet to answer the question, “What brought you 
here?,” themes of grief, isolation, and loneliness emerged alongside deep 
gratitude for the space provided for shared reflection, creative expression, 
healing, and affirmation. These themes helped establish the intangible 
connections that would fuel the rest of the week and the work ahead. I felt 
privileged to be part of it, to be received into the community.

On the operational side, our Director of Programs was the only staff member 
with prior retreat experience, and he played a critical role in the team’s 
understanding of what needed to happen throughout the week. There 
were ephemeral traditions—like the Opening Circle, group assignments, 
and impromptu card and domino games after dinner—and more operational 
tasks that kept the week running smoothly, such as collating and distributing 
ten copies of new draft poems to faculty each morning, locating the first 
aid kit, coordinating which groups met in which classrooms, and arranging 
transportation for Fellows and Faculty between the retreat and the airport. 

Traditionally, the retreat had been staffed by Fellows, volunteers, and part-
time temporary staff members who, through their experience, carried 
the rhythm of the retreat in their bones. The event was run with love and 
a fair amount of good-natured intensity and sleep deprivation. For Fellows 
(those who “graduated” after completing their third summer) working as 
staff at the retreat, sleepless nights were a badge of honor—the price of 
staying connected to the magic they once experienced.

But for the first time, the full-time staff on deck to fulfill the retreat that year 
were new to Cave Canem, had no history of attending the retreat, and were 
not Fellows. All together, they were doing the best they could without a map. 
Externally, this new iteration of the staff seemed to have managed a decent 
job of presenting the retreat. Most essentially, the retreat’s “Cave Canem-
ness” and core values—community, creativity, and connection—were by all 
accounts preserved. The Opening Circle and the week’s activities seemed to 
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follow in the spirit of the twenty-something that had preceded them, and 
the next generation of Fellows and Faculty had been welcomed into Cave 
Canem.   

However, the lack of core infrastructure was a seam that had unraveled 
invisibly throughout the week, ultimately affecting staff capacity and 
morale. Here are two examples of challenges the staff encountered and 
learned from:

 During the global health pandemic, many businesses in the Greensburg 
area had closed, including the linen service which had provisioned the 
campus and retreat, which the staff had not realized. In 48 hours people 
would be arriving to sleep on naked twin mattresses! The moment’s panic 
led to a scrappy response of a small start-up—let’s email and call all the 
Fellows and tell them that they must now bring bedding. The absence of 
linens became emblematic of the operational inefficiencies and a scarcity 
mindset that was handicapping the organization. At an earlier moment in 
time that might have made sense—we are a small community, a family, 
we ask our folks to pitch in and fill the gap. There was a presumption about 
financial lack that assumed Cave Canem could not absorb the cost of 
providing sheets for all, and would by necessity improvise a cost-saving 
or free solution that resulted in passing that burden onto Fellows, who 
like many others were already grappling with financial precarity. I had the 
advantage of understanding the institutional budget and knowing that 
spending $1,000 to $1,500 to buy sheets and towels was feasible, and 
allowed for Cave Canem to be a better, more mature host in caretaking its 
guests for the week—offering the gift of a retreat and not worrying about 
meals or linens. A small but important thing.

As we approached loadout, the lack of standard procedures began to wear 
on the team. They were duplicating effort and running ragged without 
breaks. Our current vehicle size meant a relentless shuttling to and from 
campus and the storage facility—a move that could have been done in two 
hauls with a rental van or truck. The DIY tradition of washing sheets was not 
calculated out into the actual hours it would take to finish them, requiring us 
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to eventually pack up unfinished laundry and extend hotel and plane travel 
by a day (which incurred fees) for the staff remaining on campus attempting 
to complete the task. Instead, we could have found a full-service laundry 
near Greensburg to process the bulk wash order.  What the “we’ve-always-
done-it-this-way” start-up efforts required in time and sanity were not 
sustainable—and in many cases the financial solution would have actually 
been more cost-effective, too. 

After the retreat, we added its logistical planning to the list of core 
operational activities that we needed to focus on, resource, and restructure. 
It took the year leading up to the next retreat to refine our systems, basing 
them in longstanding tried-and-true approaches from the touring artistic 
and music presentations handbook of most used practices. As with the 
production of any live event, there will always be hiccups and emergencies, 
but we have now created a smooth operating plan that leaves us with 
enough energy to respond to the occasional and unexpected.

If you were to take a look at Figure 2: Total Annual Revenue (2019-2023) for the 
Collective,8 you might think, “Wow, Cave Canem is a big ol’ organization.” While 
other organizations in the Collective maintain operating budgets of $500,000 
or less, Cave Canem’s budget in 2024 was just over $2 million—up from around 
half a million in 2019. When Lisa and I look at Figure 2: Total Annual Revenue (2019-
2023) for the Collective (and Figure 1: Staff Numbers for the Collective),9 we see a 
clear picture of the work we undertook with the staff and board to right-size the 
organization’s operations. In 2021 (Cave Canem’s 25th anniversary), when we started 
our partnership, we engaged in a comprehensive planning process that included 
board, staff, and stakeholder involvement, along with a thorough programmatic 
and financial analysis. It became clear that to properly staff and resource the 
organization, we would need to add positions and refine our program offerings. 
This would allow us to focus on executing our core efforts effectively, while 
backfilling historic gaps in infrastructure.

At that time, we projected that we would need to grow to around $1.75 to $2 million 

8 Operations, p. 31
9 Operations, p. 30
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to do the core work we were currently doing—not including new projects—and 
backfill infrastructure. We did not add $1M+ of new expense to the budget all at once. 
We developed five-year budget projections that laid out our growth trajectory, 
factoring in revenue estimates based on our fundraising experience and the timeline 
for ramping up additional salaries and other expenses. The strategic and operating 
plans, coupled with the financial projections, became our roadmap. 

The smooth upward curve in Figure 2, however, does not capture all of the work. We 
had the plan, but ahead of us lay the real-world test to operationalize the vision. We 
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built in checkpoints—for ourselves, for the team, for the board—so we could see 
how we processed and where we needed to adjust our plans along the way. Building 
a new culture takes time and is subject to any number of fits and starts, setbacks, 
and difficult days. The pace of change is the pace of humans—and we take a while to 
warm to it. 

It is important for funders to note that often enacting true change is a multiyear 
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endeavor to fulfill the majority of the strategic plan and plateau at our “new normal.” 
Lisa and I saw that to pace the operational, financial, and socio-emotional change, 
it would take five years. Two-year grants are rare; three-year, almost nonexistent 
—and yet resources and partnership over time would be the greatest investment. 
In addition, it should also be noted that this is an investment in health and 
sustainability, not growth of the program. This is because, in many cases, we are 
backfilling a cumulative lack of infrastructure. 

Magnitude and Bond 10 points out that many Black literary organizations have been 
nimble and survived because they operate lean, often with volunteer labor, and 
a profound love of the word and commitment to continue serving the artistic 
communities from which they emerged. But just because organizations have made 
a way out of no way, does not mean they should continue to have to do so. We 
want operations to be nimble, flexible, resourced, and stable enough to carry these 
important missions into the future. 

While Cave Canem has reached the budget goal, we are only a bit over halfway 
through the five-year plan. We have been lucky; foundations have been incredible, 
transformative multiyear partners to this work, and while maintaining that base, 
we are also pushing other contributed revenue channels—most notably individuals 
and major gifts. There is more work to do to make sure we are at a right and 
sustainable size. 

We are aware that there will be another planning process coming down the line that 
will help sustain the health and vitality of Cave Canem, both the organization and 
ultimately the Fellowship, long into the future. 

10 Operations, p. 31
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Conclusion

In 2021, Cave Canem was facing a number of management and operational 
challenges. Despite its challenges, Cave Canem’s core programs—notably its retreat 
and Fellowship—remained vibrant and deeply valued. But there were serious issues 
that had to be addressed: four executive directors in five years, financial precarity, 
and infrastructure that had not kept pace with organizational growth.

By 2023, Cave Canem had met its stated operational budget goal and grown into a 
whole and sustainable team of ten. We had developed the first ever communications 
strategy and plan, including a comprehensive revamp of the website and a new 
visual identity; strengthened our HR and finance functions, both internally and 
with some external advisors; researched contact information for the majority of 
the Fellows; built an organizational protocol and handbook so no one will ever have 
to search for the Wi-Fi password; and, less importantly but meaningful to Lisa, 
rescheduled the water bottle delivery to a pace that aligns with our hybrid office 
schedule. 

What did we learn from this multiyear journey? There is so much that could not be 
summarized in this article, but a few key takeaways:

Infrastructure Matters: From logistical tasks (e.g. IT management, 
financial services, HR protocols) to strategic planning, addressing 
operational inefficiencies was crucial to creating a sustainable future.
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Empower Leadership: Investing in coaching and hiring for both artistic 
and operational expertise is vital for navigating growth and transitions.

Plan Thoughtfully: A strategic plan should be a living document guiding 
decision-making and resource allocation.

Adapt and Evolve: Organizations must remain nimble, learning from 
challenges and adjusting systems to meet evolving demands.

Most of all, nonprofit arts and cultural organizations are not widget factories—they 
are sites of creativity and connection. Arts administrators must show up with their 
whole selves—supported with the finances, tools, and resources to help them be 
two-sided leaders—to innovate new institutional containers which will best support 
their organization’s particular mission and magic.
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