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Talking Points 
An accompaniment to the Creating Connection PowerPoint designed to introduce the initiative. 
 

Introduction 

Thank you for taking the time to spread the word about the 

Creating Connection initiative. It is through the voice and 

engagement of champions like you that we can increase the 

recognition, value, and support of art and culture as part of 

daily life.  

The following slides have been designed to help you share the 

current status of this work within your organizations, networks, 

and with other leaders and potential allies in your community.  

We encourage you to adapt these talking points by including 

examples that are relevant to your audience, and have 

included a few prompts to encourage this adaptation. Naturally, 

you’re welcome to bring local flavor to this work wherever 

appropriate.    

We estimate that the following presentation will take 30-45 

minutes. 

Facilitation Tips 

Know your audience:  

 Ask yourself: what will motivate this audience to get 

involved?  

o Emphasize the elements and examples that you 

think will have the greatest relevance for your 

audience  

During question and answer:  

 Consider identifying someone ahead of the presentation 

who is ready to ask a question during the Q and A, as that 

may help spark group discussion  

 Prepare questions of your own for your audience, to help 

engage them in what this work means  

Best practices:  

 Print some copies of the full slide deck, in case people ask 

for it after the presentation 

 Wherever possible, don’t hand out copies before the 

presentation, to ensure that the attention is on you when 

you speak   

 Encourage people to visit our website to download the 

PowerPoint presentation and other tools at 

creatingconnection.org. 

 

 

 

(over)
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Talking Points 

In the following table, notes for the facilitator’s consideration appear in italicized font, whereas talking points are not italicized.  

 

Slide  Talking Points and Notes 

 

(Title slide) 
 

 Introduce yourself and your affiliation with Creating Connection 

 Consider sharing what excites you about this initiative, and why you got involved  

 

(Today’s Agenda)  
 
Before we begin, I’d like to share our agenda for the day -- 

 
Over the course of this session, we’re going to cover some context-setting to explore what 
Creating Connection is and what change we seek for the arts community.  
 

 We’ll share some research findings around the values, motivators, and behaviors 
surrounding arts and cultural participation in America, and we’ll share some 
message strategies that can help arts organizations communicate how their offerings 
align with those values.  

 To help make it tangible, we’ll walk through some examples of what others have 
done with these research insights in their organizations and lastly we’ll invite your 
questions and comments. 

 

(Today’s Agenda)  
 
So first, the need. Why are we here today? 

 

(Changing Trends in Arts Participation) 
 
At both a community and national level, arts and cultural organizations are experiencing 
shifts in engagement, including: 

 Shifting demographics of patrons 

 Shifting levels of support from donors 

 Shifts in participation -- tracked via ticket or membership sales. 

 

(The Opportunity) 
 
Those shifting trends are also tracked via national research studies conducted by agencies 
such as the National Endowment for the Arts.  
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 In the most recent Survey of Public Participation in the Arts conducted in 2012, only 
33% of Americans actively engage with arts and cultural organizations in their 
communities in a given year.  

 That’s the blue line marked “benchmark”, which is the NEA’s term to define the 
formal arts offerings available in museums, theaters, and presenting venues.  

 That number has been on a steady decline over the past few decades. 

 However, in 2012, the NEA started tracking another data point –shown in orange—
which is the number of Americans who participate in informal creative activities on a 
regular basis. 

 “Informal includes everything from singing in a church choir, making or studying art 
in their own homes, and using technology to make music or take and edit photos and 
videos.  

 71% of Americans are engaging in those informal activities, which means that 
there’s 38% of Americans who have some values alignment with our sector, even if 
they aren’t engaging with it formally.  

The Creating Connection initiative is focused on understanding what those values are, what 
motivates those individuals to engage in creative experiences. 

 

(Perennial Challenge of Making Our Case) 
 
Another reality driving our work on this initiative is related to the ongoing struggle to 
preserve, much less increase, support for the arts in America: 

 We know that arts budgets are often the first cut and the last restored 

 Arts in education is often perceived as a nicety rather than a necessity 

 And arts and cultural organizations—and the sector more broadly—are consistently 
expected to prove their relevancy through various advocacy strategies 

 

 

(Goal) 
 
To address this reality, several years ago, leaders at Arts Midwest and Metropolitan Group 
began to explore other approaches to broadening public support for the arts.  
 
They were driven by a goal to make arts and culture a more recognized, valued, and 
expected part of everyday life. And they were determined to find new ways to reframe the 
way in which broad segments of our population perceive arts and culture in their 
communities. 

 

The resulting Creating Connection initiative is rooted in the theory of public will building – a 
research and communications strategy grounded in the notion that policy agendas are 
influenced by what the public thinks, cares about, and values.  
 
At its core, public will building is about creating long-term change and shifting community 
expectations by connecting an issue with the deeply-held values of the stakeholders so that 
over time they will take action to advance an idea, cause, or issue. 
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(THEN – Libraries example) 
 
Take libraries, for example 

 In the early 1900s, Andrew Carnegie funded capital for libraries with the condition 
that the public sector support operations, spurring a boom in their development 

 Over time, however, funding tapered off; in many places, there weren’t branches 
built after the 1970s, the infrastructure was crumbling, and hours were cut  

 

 

(Now) 
 
In 2000, American Library Association president Barbara Ford identified "equity of access" 
as a critical goal for libraries. And a decentralized effort to build public will began.  

 Libraries revitalized their role in society by tapping into people’s values: they became 
the gateway for opportunity 

 Libraries became more than a place to borrow books and media; they became 
places where people learn how to start a business, get homework help and 
naturalization assistance 

 Libraries shifted from being beloved but neglected to critical community resources 
and, often, local convening spaces  

 As a result, there have been more library branches built in the past 10 years than 
during the Carnegie era 

 It is possible to revitalize a sector. And…we recognize that this change takes time, 
and that ultimately we will need cooperation across the field to achieve meaningful 
success 

 

(Can we do the same?) 
 
So, can we do the same for arts and culture? Can we shift the framing around the role and 
value we offer to our communities so that we are not the first budget cut and the last 
restored? So that our relevance is deeply understood and appreciated? 

 

(Today’s Agenda) 
 
To achieve similar success for the arts and culture sector, we must first understand: 

 Which stakeholders are primed for increased engagement with arts, culture, and 
creative expression?  

 What core values do those stakeholders and the public possess that connect with 
arts, culture, and creative expression?   

For answers to these questions, Metropolitan Group and Arts Midwest undertook a year-long 
research phase in 2014. Research included:  
 

 A national survey of 2,000 demographically weighted to reflect the composition of 
our population 

 Additional oversamples in geographically specific areas (California, Oregon, 
Minnesota, and Massachusetts) 

 More than 20 focus groups, executive interviews, and an ongoing literature review  
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(Facts and Findings) 
 
Here’s what we found… 
 
An underlying value most important in people’s lives is connection; we crave deeper 
connection with  

 Friends and family  

 Our community and the world around us  

 With our cultural heritage and identities  

 And with ourselves  

And people see arts, culture, and creative expression as an important channel for achieving 
this connection    

 

(Creative Expression)  
 
The second major finding to emerge from this research: 

 People are less likely to enter a conversation about arts and culture unless they are 
already arts and culture champions.  

 Rather, the term “creative expression” is more open and welcoming.  It serves as a 
strong conversation opener and invitation to engage.  

 Use of the terms “Art and Culture” are still effective with existing audiences and, 
once context and relationship are established, with new audiences.  

 This term also has a broad, inclusive connotation for those outside the sector, 
spanning the creative expression that we all exhibit every day, from problem-solving 
to artistic inspiration, to the work of professional artists 

 

(Benefits) 
 
Another important finding centered on the question of benefits, and what people get out of 
their experiences engaging in arts, culture, and creativity.  
 

 The research found that many people believe that they would be happier, healthier, 
and less stressed if they engaged more with creativity.  

 The study also saw resonance with the impact of arts and culture on children’s 
education and cognitive development, as well as understanding and appreciating 
cultural diversity. 

 

(Audience) 
 
The NEA data showed that there’s a segment of the American population (38%) that doesn’t 
regularly participate in formal arts activities but who have values alignment with creativity. 
Who’s in that 38%?  Where do we have potential to reach more broadly or deeply?  
 

 The Creating Connection research found four segments that were most likely to say 
arts and culture were important in their lives. Those were millennials, parents of 
young children, people of color, and women.  
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 Existing “core” audiences and constituencies—including current arts enthusiasts—
remain important, but alone they will not significantly expand and diversify the 
sector’s stakeholders in the way these other audience segments will. 

The Creating Connection team is clear that those demographic groups represent significant 
portions of our population and they have conducted additional research to explore the 
psychographic (creative and lifestyle attributes) that make people more or less inclined to 
engage in creativity.  
 
This presentation won’t cover those findings, but there is contact information at the end of 
our slides if you’re interested in reaching out to the Arts Midwest team to learn more about 
those psychographic insights.   

 
 
 

(Barriers) 
 
The last finding – the barriers to engagement.  
 

 Barriers to increasing support for and engagement with creative expression and activities 
are considerable, but not insurmountable 

 For most people, arts and culture are perceived as a luxury or “nicety,” rather than an 
essential aspect of everyday life 

 Many people are looking for opportunities to engage with arts and culture in a more 
active way, and express frustration that too often their role is limited to passive 
observation 

 

(Findings summary) 
 

 Consider sharing examples of how these findings resonate with experiences in your 
community   

 Together, these findings informed the approach to an initiative designed to create 
connection through creative expression  

 In the following slides, I will outline how organizations across the US have used this 
research to shift how they message and program.   
 
(As time allows—ask these questions): 

 What words or phrases are standing out to you? (if possible, have everyone in the 
room answer this question. Once one person volunteers, go around the room left or 
right until everyone has reacted) 

 What is resonating with you? Is there anything you don’t agree with? Anything that 
surprised you? (use “popcorn” approach – anyone who wants to can answer) 

 

(Helpful to have a handout of the message framework to accompany this section) 
 
To help translate those findings into more tangible messages that can be advanced across 
the field, Creating Connection created a message framework. 

 It is intended to serve as a strategic foundation upon which messaging is built by 
putting tangible statements and language to the values that people found motivating 
in their lives.  

 It’s not necessarily meant to be used verbatim “off the shelf”, but rather offers ideas 
and messaging concepts that you can adapt for your own audiences and brand.  
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 We’ll walk through that framework now, and also want to mention that this 
framework, as well as additional messaging tools are available for free on 
creatingconnection.org.  

 

We begin at the bottom of the framework with the values uncovered in the research: 

 People value connection, family and relationships, their health and well-being, and 
learning and self-improvement. 

When we consider those values in the context of arts and culture, we arrive at this core 
statement at the top: 

 Sharing creative experiences builds powerful connections with people, our 
community, our cultural identity and the world around us. 

We then arrive at the benefits.  

 People value participating in creative activities because it provides platforms for 
growth – fostering critical thinking, inspiring and teaching us.  

 They value it because it offers an opportunity to express their voice or hear the 
expression of others – which can broaden our perspectives and honor diverse 
cultures and heritage.  

 They value creativity for its benefit to their health and well-being, its ability to 
energize and recharge us, and to help us reduce stress and find balance.  

 Lastly, they see it as contributing to their happiness – that creativity is fun, it creates 
lasting memories with those you love, and it can help us experience the full range of 
human emotion. 

 

So, how have others in the field used the research and messaging in their organizations?  
 
(As interested, feel free to use examples from your own organization or community in lieu of 
the examples provided below. All examples below are used with permission from the 
featured organization) 

 The national Creating Connection initiative has been sharing this research and set of 
recommended messages in communities across the country and supporting 
organizations via training and technical assistance. (As needed: Oregon, San Jose, 
Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota) 

 Many arts and cultural leaders have begun to experiment with what that might look 
like in their communications and programming.  

 We know it helps to see some of those tangible examples, so I’ll share a few now, 
and then invite you to visit the Creating Connection website for more of these case 
studies, including videos, sample communications materials, and ideas for what this 
could look like from a programming perspective. 

 

(Regional Arts and Culture Council)  
 

 The Regional Arts and Culture Council in Oregon created the brochure on the left for 
their work for art campaign – “let’s raise $1m for our community.” After they learned 
about the Creating Connection research, they created the version on the right – 
updating the photo to show the audience experience of connecting, and reframing 
their language to include connection language.  
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 This update allowed them to shift from a WHAT statement on the left to a WHY 
statement on the right.   

 

(Sheldon Theater) 
 

 The Sheldon Theater in Red Wing, Minnesota was in the middle of a website 
redesign process when they attended a Creating Connection workshop.  

 They had just brought in a new ED who was finding that the theater didn’t have 
photos of the experience that people could have in their space – instead, their 
imagery relied on images from the featured artists or shots of their historic theater. 

 The Creating Connection research resonated with the direction they wanted to go on 
their new site, which took this very informational homepage design… 

 

 To this homepage…which is much more invitational.  

 It shows the kind of experience you can have at the Sheldon as an audience 
member. 

 They’re also using an “unforgettable” tagline, which ties to that benefit category of 
happiness, and the concept of creating lasting memories with friends and family.  

 

 The Sheldon didn’t just change what they were saying, they also began to rethink 
what they were offering.  

 Here are a few images from their opening weekend celebration in fall 2017, which 
emphasized the patron experience at every turn – from a photobooth in the lobby to 
active, participatory audience engagement. 

 

 They also received an unsolicited note from a new audience member that touches 
on much of what we’re discussing today.  

 That note remarked about how much fun the evening was for this new comer, and 
how the event helped create a beautiful lifelong memory for her family and friends. 

 

(Eugene Symphony Association) 
 
The Eugene Symphony is another incredible example.  

 They’ve started integrating these concepts into nearly every facet of their brand and 
storytelling – from Instagram and social campaigns that show audiences 
connecting… 

 

 …to photos of their artistic director connecting with kids at an instrument petting zoo. 

 There are many more resources and examples of Eugene Symphony available on 
the Creating Connection website, and I encourage you to dig in to that story for all 
the ways in which they’re emphasizing connection and engagement in their 
programming and messaging.  
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(Pendleton Center for the Arts) 
 
Shifting now to the audience experience for a moment. 

 Pendleton Center for the Arts started using an app called video booth to capture the 
reactions of their audience members, and allow them to leave little messages for the 
museum or even the artist exhibiting the work.  

 They’re putting all these stories on YouTube and you can see all the families coming 
into the space and talking about how much fun they’re having, and how nice it was to 
connect with their families in the space.  

 They’ve also used the videos to show their local tourism office, downtown business 
group, and others – here’s what people think of our arts center, here’s why we 
matter. 

 

(Arts Buddy) 
 
Another programming idea – this one from Shawnee State University in Portsmouth Ohio.  

 The Executive Director at the time was really interested in reducing the social 
isolation barrier for his audiences.  

 So he created an arts buddy program where single-ticket buyers can sign up online 
to be seated next to other single ticket buyers.  

 When those patrons arrive at the theater, there’s a folder in front of their seats with 
conversation starters and prompts that can help them get to know each other.  

 There’s more up on the Creating Connection blog about the idea and how it works, 
but essentially, they’re trying to help people create new connections with one 
another, find a friend to attend a performance if they don’t have one, and then offer 
some conversation starters to help them break the ice.  

 

(What’s next: Tools + Resources) 
 
There are more of these ideas and examples on the Creating Connection website, as well as 
tools and resources to help you think through what this values-based framing might mean for 
your programs and communications.  
 
One of the most popular features on the site is a page specifically for success stories. These 
short stories and videos offer more examples of what organizations have done with Creating 
Connection, including examples of season brochures, solicitation letters, promotional videos, 
annual reports, and more. 

 

But now, let’s turn to questions.  

 

(As needed, facilitate conversation…) 
 

 What is one idea from today that will “ring in your ears” for awhile? What really 
resonated? 

 A point of struggle today? Something you’re not sure about? 
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 One difference you hope will be in place in your organization 6 months from now? 

 Your next step when you get back to your organization? 

 

(You’re welcome to change contact info on this slide, or direct people to a contact at Arts 
Midwest)  
  

 Anyone with questions is welcome to stick around after the session and chat.  

 If you have to dash but you want to chat more (INSTRUCTIONS for follow up in-
person or via phone). 

 
  

 


