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BACKYARD DIPLOMACY: PROSPECTS FOR INTERNATIONAL 
CULTURAL ENGAGEMENT BY LOCAL ARTS AGENCIES 

By Aimee R. Fullman 

Introduction  
 

The term cultural diplomacy historically has been 

understood as government-sponsored (and thus policy-

driven) arts initiatives targeted primarily at elite 

populations centered in large cities with reputations for 

being international cultural centers. In the 21st century, 

this paradigm has given way to a new framework of 

global cultural exchange and engagementðone that 

widely adopts phrases such as international cultural 

engagement and citizen diplomacy in the American 

context to describe the breadth of cultural activities 

intended not only to improve the reputation of the United 

States abroad, but also to deepen relationships between 

peoples. In addition to formal federal government efforts, 

these international initiatives are increasingly being 

conducted by state and local, public and private 

institutions, as well as by individual citizens. 

Significantly, these initiatives are helping to build long-

term, citizen to citizen relationships through the arts that 

can transcend dividing factors, including politics, 

nationality, race, and religion, and often lead to greater 

mutual understanding. 

Arti st to Artist, City to City, and 
Community to Community  
 

This Special Report demonstrates how local arts agencies, through the support of their communities, 

partners, and stakeholders, are building bridges internationally to achieve their full potential as 

catalysts for mutual understanding locally and abroad. It builds upon the research begun in 2009, 

through the investigation of the current state of international cultural exchange conducted for the 

Americans for the Arts National Arts Policy Roundtable, and continued through the 2010 national 

Membership Survey of Local Arts Agencies and subsequent survey of LAA international activities. 

 

The findings captured in this report demonstrate the important connections between international 

cultural engagement and local arts communities. The highlighted profiles illuminate the plethora of 

local cultural exchange activities, trends, and practices happening under the radar in American 

communities. The featured examples show that these locally based and locally initiated international 

engagement programs are rich, complex, diverse, and tailored to each communityôs individual 

resources, goals, and needs. Finally, this report is intended not only to inform, but hopefully to 

inspire local communities and the arts and culture sector to investigate how international connections 

can be built with the resources found in their own backyards.  
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The Americans for the Arts National 

Arts Policy Roundtable was 

established in 2006 on the premise 

that issues important to the arts are 

also important to society. The 

Roundtable is co-convened annually 

at the Sundance Preserve by Robert 

L. Lynch, president and CEO of 

Americans for the Arts, and Robert 

Redford, founder of the Sundance 

Institute. It provides a high level 

forum for leaders to discuss issues 

critical to the advancement of 

American cultureðand recommend 

the public policies, private sector 

practices and research, that are 

necessary to successfully move from 

thought to action.  
 

 

The Role of the Arts in Inspiring Global Connections  
 

On September 24ð26, 2009, 36 national and international public and private sector leaders 

convened at the Redford Center at the Sundance Resort and Preserve in Utah to discuss The Role of 

the Arts in Strengthening and Inspiring the 21st 

Century Global Community at the 2009 Americans 

for the Arts National Arts Policy Roundtable. 

 

Participants called for a greater role for the arts in the 

United Statesô cultural diplomacy and engagement 

policies, and in strengthening people-to-people efforts 

in cultural relations globally. They agreed that the arts 

act as powerful catalysts for opening new dialogueð

by building bridges to better understanding, and 

providing the creative, common ground from which 

new ideas and relationships are sown. They identified 

five areas which represent opportunities for improving 

public and private sector cooperation and action:  

 
 Leadership and Strategic Partnershipsð

encourage public officials at all levelsðfederal, 

state, and localðalong with private sector and 

community leaders to include the arts in their 

current international cultural, educational, and 

economic development initiatives. 

 

 Messaging and Casemakingðraise awareness 

among key decision-makers by emphasizing the 

role of the arts as a vehicle for building trust in 

international communities.  

 

 Resourcesðpromote increased cross-agency 

federal support for the arts in global exchange, 

and encourage new public and private sector 

investments through such mechanisms as state 

trade development funds, micro-financing, or 

social networking strategies. 

 

 Technologyðencourage the use of social 

networking and other online multi-media tools to 

enhance international connections. 

 

 Public Policyðsupport legislative reforms of 

visa processes that advance opportunities for 

cultural engagement with foreign artists, 

scholars, and administrators on U.S. soil. 
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A Greater Role: New Prospects for 
International Cultural Engagement 
on the Local Level  
 

Examples of innovative and effective international 

cultural engagement can be found throughout the United 

States, in diverse neighborhoods and communities both 

large and small. Catalyzed by increasing global 

connectivity and changing domestic demographics, 

international cultural activities are no longer solely 

confined to large metropolitan areas and political, 

economic, and cultural capitals. Through the support of 

communities and local arts agencies, the    international 

nexus of culture can now be found in our own 

backyards, where local efforts driven by artists, citizens, 

and newcomers are becoming the backbone of 

international cultural engagement efforts.   
 

In November 2011, the U.S. Citizen Diplomacy Summit 

recognized 14 American arts and culture organizations 

for their excellence in international cultural exchange, 

out of more than 65 applicant organizations representing 

multiple performing and visual arts disciplines in 

geographic areas as diverse as New York City, Iowa, 

and South Dakota.  Many, including Sundance Institute, 

the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, 

and the Brooklyn Academy of Music, are almost 

household names in the United States and abroad. Yet,  

the smaller organizations recognized by the Summit, 

including American Voices, Cultures in Harmony, Liz 

Lerman Dance Exchange, and Sesame Workshop, 

demonstrate that quality international cultural 

engagement is in fact possible for any size organization 

and institution.   

 

Much of the research that has been conducted on 

international cultural engagement confirms these 

changing trends. Research gathered from the arts and 

culture field from 2007 to the present by the Robert 

Sterling Clark Foundation, Americans for the Arts, the 

Performing Arts Alliance, and the Congressional 

Research Service indicates that U.S. international 

cultural engagement is far more diverse and prevalent 

than previously imagined or recorded. Moreover, 

American arts and culture organizations believe they 

have a strong role to play in official, as well as 

unofficial, cultural diplomacy efforts. 

Defining International 
Cultural Engagement  
 
Although terms can often be used 

interchangeably to describe similar 

types of activities, the following 

definitions help to clarify the range 

of practices falling under the 

umbrella of international cultural 

engagement. 

 

Cultural Diplomacy ï the 

ñexchange of ideas, information, art 

and other aspects of culture among 

nations and their peoples in order to 

foster mutual understanding.ò 

(Milton Cummings, 2003) 

 

A more formal definition of 

cultural diplomacy is employed 

(sometimes referred to as Track II 

diplomacy) to describe the above 

activities supported by government 

for the express purpose of 

influencing foreign publics and to 

support foreign policy objectives.  

 

Cultural Engagement ï refers to 

arts exchanges carried out for the 

primary purpose of the mutual 

transmission of cultural expression 

and artistic ideas. 

 

Citizen Diplomacy ï defined by the 

U.S. Center for Citizen Diplomacy 

as the ñconcept that the individual 

has the right, even the responsibility, 

to help shape U.S. foreign relations 

óone handshake at a time.ô Citizen 

diplomats can be students, teachers, 

athletes, artists, business people, 

humanitarians, adventurers, or 

tourists. They are motivated by a 

responsibility to engage with the rest 

of the world in a meaningful, 

mutually beneficial dialogue.ò 
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Mapping International C ultural Connections on the Local Level 
 

The 2010 Americans for the Arts Membership Survey captured information from 27 percent of 

the 3,562 identified local arts agencies across the United States. The findings from the survey 

indicated that 75 Americans for the Arts members (less than 8 percent) out of a total of 955 

respondents self-identified as ñcurrently working and/or partneringò in international exchange 

activity.  

Figure 1: U.S. Geographic Representation of 75 Local Arts Agencies Participating in International 

Activities (Source: 2010 Americans for the Arts LAA Membership Survey)  

Local Arts Agency International Cultural Engagement Survey  
  
Following the original 2010 Membership Survey, the Local Arts Agency International Cultural 

Engagement Survey (LAA Survey) was conducted online in the fall of 2010. The survey, 

inspired by the Robert Sterling Clark Foundationôs 2007 International Cultural Exchange Survey, 

solicited specific information from the local arts agencies (LAAs) that had self-identified as 

being engaged in international cultural activities. LAAs were asked about their international 

work, including types of international cultural activities, annual program budgets, motivation, 

partnerships, use of technology, targeted audiences, the challenges of engagement, and 

measuring impact. This survey elicited data from 19 of the original 75 organizations (a 25 

percent response rate) and was complemented by in-depth interviews with representatives from 

select participating organizations about their programs and best practices.   
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Trends in Localized International 
Cultural Connections  

 

Each local arts agency is unique. Their 

diversity in community size, geographic 

location, and types of international 

programming represent multiple models 

through which other communities may be 

inspired, regardless of their individual size or 

available resources. 

 

The survey of international activity at the local 

level demonstrates that:   

 

 International cultural engagement by 

local arts agencies occurs in communities of all 

sizes, spanning the spectrum of large cities with 

populations in the millions, such as Los 

Angeles, to small communities like St. Johns, 

Michigan, with a population of less than 

10,000. 

 

 Local arts agencies are annually 

involved in international engagement and arts-

related citizen diplomacy activities across 13 

disciplines. 

 

 Communities representing all 

geographic areas across the United States have 

forged international connections reaching all 

regions of the world, including countries like 

Chile, China, Germany, Ghana, Haiti, Japan, 

Mexico, New Zealand, Pakistan, and Russia.  

 

 With some notable exceptions in larger 

communities, the majority of these 

international interactions are coordinated on 

less than $25,000 per year. 

 

 The majority of these international 

programs are motivated by the local arts 

agencyôs mission and are designed to support 

increased mutual or cultural understanding. 

LAA SURVEY PARTICIPANTS  

 
1. The Arts Council of the Blue Ridge 

Roanoke, VA 

Pop. Served: 250,000-499,999 

Annual Budget: $250,000-$499,999 

 

2. Bradford County Regional Arts Council 

Towanda, PA 

Pop. Served:  75,000-99,999 

Annual Budget: $1,000,000-$4,999,999 

 

3. City of Austin Cultural Arts Division  

Austin, TX 

Pop. Served: 1,000,000 or More 

Annual Budget: $5,000,000-$9,999,999 

 

4. City of Santa Fe Arts Commission 

Santa Fe, NM 

Pop. Served: 75,000-99,999 

Annual Budget: $1,000,000-$4,999,999 

 

5. Clinton County Arts Council 

Saint Johns, MI 

Pop. Served: 50,000-74,999 

Annual Budget: $50,000-$99,000 

 

6. Cultural Arts Council of Douglasville/ 

Douglas County, Inc, GA 

Pop. Served: 100,000-249,999 

Annual Budget: $250,000-$499,999 

 

7. Dane County Cultural Affairs Commission 

Madison, WI 

Pop. Served: 250,000-499,999 

Annual Budget: $500,000 to $999,999 

 

8. Dublin Arts Council 

Dublin, OH 

Pop. Served: 20,000-49,999 

Annual Budget: $500,000-$999,999 

 

9. East Hawaii Cultural Council 

Hilo, HI  

Pop. Served: 50,000-74,999 

Annual Budget $100,000-$249,999 

 

10. Geneva Cultural Arts Commission 

Geneva, Il  

Pop. Served: 20,000-49,999 

Annual Budget: $10,000-$49,999 
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 Local arts agencies are more likely to 

support international events within the 

United States than to send their artists 

abroad. Many of these programs make 

use of the skills of professional as well 

as amateur or community-based artists. 

 

 There is no one funding formula. Local 

arts agencies support their work 

through a combination of financial 

sources, including earned income from 

ticket sales and membership fees, and 

contributions from corporations, 

foundations, local and state entities, 

and international partners. 

 

 Partnerships are critical to success. 

Local arts agencies collaborate with 

other cultural organizations as well as 

with non-arts organizations to support 

interdisciplinary programming. For 

example, many local arts agencies have 

forged strong long-term partnerships 

with sister cities programs operating in 

their communities, or with their local 

public school systems, colleges, and 

universities. 

 

LAA SURVEY PARTICIPANTS  

(continued) 

 
11. Ink People, Inc,  

Eureka, CA 

Pop. Served: 100,000-249,999 

Annual Budget: $250,000-$499,999 

 

12. Miami-Dade County Department of 

Cultural Affairs  

Miami, FL  

Pop. Served: 1,000,000 or More 

Annual Budget: $10,000,000 or More 

 

13. Missoula Cultural Council 

Missoula, MT 

Pop. Served: 67,000 

Annual Budget $100,000-$249,999 

 

14. Monroe Area Council for the Arts 

Madisonville, TN 

Pop. Served: 20,000-49,999 

Annual Budget: $100,000-$249,999 

 

15. Pierce County Arts and Cultural Services 

Division  

Tacoma, WA 

Pop. Served: 500,000-999,999 

Annual Budget $100,000-$249,999 

 

16. Rockford Area Arts Council 

Rockford, IL  

Pop. Served: 250,000-499,999 

Annual Budget: $250,000-$499,999 

 

17. Waterloo Center for the Arts 

Waterloo, IA 

Pop. Served: 50,000-74,999  

Annual Budget $1,000,000-$4,999,999 

 

18. Woodruff Arts Center 

Atlanta, GA 

Pop. Served: 1,000,000 or More 

Annual Budget $10,000,000 or More 

 

19. Yoknapatawpha Arts Council 

Oxford, MS 

Pop. Served: 50,000-74,999 

Annual Budget: $500,000-$999,999 

ñ[Cultural exchange] 

is critical in the 

current situation of 

anger, unrest and 

misunderstandings. 

Culture can help 

bridge the divide and 

disconnect.ò  

David Guion,  

Executive Director,  

Dublin Arts Council, 

Dublin, OH 
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 A Spotlight on Missoula, MT , Sister City  
 

ñWe are an arts organization that belongs to 

Sister Cities International, whose mission is to 

ópromote peace and mutual understanding 

around the world, one citizen at a time.ô Can't 

argue with that.ò Tom Bensen, Executive 

Director, Missoula Cultural Council 

 

Picture beautiful mountainous landscapes, real 

live cowboys, indigenous Maori dance 

performances, and an annual Germanfest 

celebration. With two to five annual 

international exchanges sponsored by its local 

arts agency, the 67,000 residents of Missoula, 

MT have been able to share international cross-

cultural experiences with New Zealand, 

Germany, Russia, and China without ever 

leaving their hometown. 

 

On an annual budget of $100,000-$249,999, of 

which less than $25,000 supports international 

exchange, the Missoula Cultural Council 

actively provides international engagement 

activities both within and outside of the United 

States. At home, the Council supports festivals, 

guest artists and performers, and two sister-city 

relationships in Europe and the South Pacific. 

Meanwhile, the local Rocky Mountain Ballet 

Theater has toured internationally in China, 

including at the 2010 World Expo in Shanghai, 

and has collaborated at home with the Moscow 

Ballet for performances of the Great Russian 

Nutcracker and Swan Lake. The Missoula 

Childrenôs Theater features international 

programming and has toured 50 States, five 

Canadian provinces, and 16 additional countries.  

 

Getting off the Ground 

 

Missoula has been able to sustain its 

international cultural engagements by using 

careful criteria in choosing projects.  Driven by 

its mission, which includes ñCelebrating the 

value of diverse cultures and helping our 

community understand its place in the world,ò 

this local arts organization considers the 

appropriateness of each partner or institution, the 

proposed venue, artistic merit, financial 

viability, and diversity of each project. 

 

Making an Impact 

 

Missoula is one of only three communities in 

Montana with sister-city ties. Since 1991, the 

Missoula Cultural Council has facilitated its 

sister-city relationship with Neckargemün, 

Germany, through coordination of cultural 

activities including a choir tour in 1992, arts and 

photo exhibitions, and an annual fall Germanfest 

celebrating its sister-cityôs culture. Other sister-

city activities have included hosting Maori and 

German high school students in local homes. 

 

Partners play a critical role in the success of the 

Missoula Cultural Councilôs international 

programming.  Currently, 80 percent of the 

councilôs financial support is derived from U.S.-

based contributed income.  Over the years, the 

arts council has partnered with multiple 

community and state partners including the 

Mayorôs Office, its Sister City organization, 

local nonprofits and schools, universities, 

service or social institutions, the regional arts 

organization (WESTAF), and the Montana Arts 

Council.  

 

Programs are carefully evaluated through 11 

evaluation indicators: anecdotes and 

testimonials, audience/visitor metrics, outreach 

and publicity, program evaluations 

reviews (audience and critical), experience of 

the participants, financial indicators (ticket sales, 

accounting), achievement of artistic goals, 

partner feedback, fulfill ment of established 

goals, and impact on artists. 

 

Information about the Missoula Cultural Council 

can be found at:  

http://www.missoulacultural.org.   

  

http://www.missoulacultural.org/
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Getting off the Ground: Motivations and Criteria for Engagement  
 

International cultural engagement begins with the willingness of an organization and/or artists to 

invest in the significant human capital, technical know-how, and financial resources needed to 

successfully pursue cross-cultural opportunities.  Findings from the LAA Survey suggest that the 

decision-making process for 

engaging in international work 

is motivated by four primary 

rationales:  

 

1. Promoting increased 

cultural and/or mutual 

understanding; 

2. Relationship to the 

organizationôs mission 

statement (which often 

articulates the role of 

the arts in building 

bridges of 

understanding between 

communities and 

citizens);  

3. Promoting U.S. art 

and/or artists; and  

4. Developing U.S. 

art and/or artists.  

 

Other relevant reasons for 

investing in international 

cultural engagement may 

include sister city 

relationships and 

community interest in 

other cultures.  Though 

less prevalent, extrinsic 

reasons for engagement 

include promoting U.S. 

art and artists and capacity 

building.   

 

A variety of criteria is used to find and/or create these opportunities.  Seventy-eight percent of 

local arts agencies (LAAs) make decisions based on the appropriateness of the potential partner 

and/or venue for the proposed project, followed by relevance to mission at 72 percent. Artistic 

merit (67 percent) also plays a significant role. The category of ñOtherò provided responses that 

include sister city relationships as well as relevance to community interests.  Quality of 

experience is also on the minds of those making funding and/or programming decisions.  


































