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With financial markets struggling to regain balance and most people’s extra cash flow 

dwindling, organizations in the arts and culture sector are feeling the burden of budget cuts more 

than ever.  Instead of engaging in the fierce competition for private money and government 

funding, some organizations are paying for their programming by launching commercial 

ventures. This dabbling in the for-profit sector has elicited concern from some arts administrators 

who wonder if organizations that adopt business practices will be sidetracked from their 

philanthropic mission and goals.  I believe that with proper checks and balances in place—an 

active board, an annual review of the mission statement, and policies dictating how the 

organization will distribute funds from the business—a nonprofit can successfully and ethically 

pursue a commercial venture.  

Worth (2009) points out, “Philanthropic organizations are concerned with creating social 

value—in the simplest terms, with improving the lives of individuals and their communities; they 

are not about making money for it own sake” (p. 24). “For its own sake” is the operative phrase 

here. As motive dictates whether a philanthropic organization’s business is taxed under 501 

(c)(3) laws, the Board of Trustees and staff should review the motive of their for-profit to 

determine whether or not they run the risk of abandoning social value for economic value.  The 

annual Oyster Festival in Oyster Bay, New York contributes a 100-percent of the money it 

makes from food and beverage sales to local nonprofits. This event is not viewed as 
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counterintuitive to what nonprofits stand for because the event recycles the revenue back into 

service projects and the community. Another example of using motive as criteria is something 

that took place when I was an intern at the Arizona State University Art Museum (ASUAM).  As 

the Director of Development, my supervisor at the ASUAM was often away on business trips. 

One in particular was an artist’s tour of Brazil with members of the Board of Trustees and some 

wealthy donors of the museum. When the director returned, he brought with him a treasure trove 

of items that women living in the slums of Rio de Janeiro had produced in conjunction with a 

rehabilitation program that offered them job training. The Director of Development’s plan was to 

forge a partnership with the rehabilitation program by selling the women’s handmade wares at 

the museum gift shop. In return, most of the profits would be sent back to the women to cover 

supplies and provide them with additional job training. The remainder would sustain the program 

in the United States and cover shipping, a small price to pay compared with the amount that was 

being contributed to the Brazilian women. In the example of the ASUAM, money was being 

made for a specific philanthropic purpose. While it brings the organization good press, it benefits 

supporters who leave with something tangible for their donation, and offers low-income women 

the opportunity to build a more financially-stable life.   

Most arts organizations begin for-profit businesses not to augment staff salaries but 

because their programming is in need of funds or the building requires repairs. To ensure these 

“pure” motives continue, a special committee needs to be established, comprised of members of 

the Board of Trustees and staff including the organization’s chief executive. As trustees are 

involved in the planning, approval, and often the implementation of the annual budget, they 

should be key players whenever an organization launches a profitable venture, including 

fundraisers but also businesses like the example of selling the Brazilian wares at the ASUAM. 
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The Board of Trustees’ primary role is to “act as the guardians of the public trust—individuals 

who have the public’s interest at heart,” according to Wolf (2009, p. 47). In this capacity, the 

trustees also write, review, and revise the policies of the institution. Carpenter (2008) indicates 

that “policies and procedures change frequently, and typically they vary with different types of 

programs and services” (p. 44).  In order to accurately revise policies to include how the funds 

from a commercial venture will and will not be spent, trustees on the special committee must 

stay current on all the details of the business. It will also be important for trustees to remind the 

organization of the importance of the mission statement.  

The mission statement is not simply a static mantra that graces the architecture of a 

museum or its stationary. Generally two to three sentences long, the mission describes the 

purpose of an organization, as well as reflects its health, relevance, and position (Anderson, 

2000, p. 14). The statement should be reviewed by the trustees and staff annually and revised if 

necessary according to organizational or policy changes. The annual review of the mission is an 

ideal opportunity to remind everyone involved in the organization of its raison d’etre.  

The idea of a nonprofit arts organization developing a commercial venture can send a 

mixed message to its supporters.  Most people agree that the purpose of a nonprofit is to offer 

services in support of the common good, not to focus on the bottom line but rather on benefiting 

and educating the public. I believe that nonprofit arts organization’s increased adoption of 

business and marketing models is a smart move and should not have to detract from the mission 

of public first.  

As the next generation of leaders in the arts, my classmates and I will at some point play 

a role in fundraising or at the least, assisting those who will.  As my background is in marketing 

and public relations, I would be the first to advocate an organization starting a business as long 



Blankenship  

 4 

as the proper checks and balances are established.  Nonprofit arts organizations should not be 

afraid to commit to alternative sources of funding. Although some organizations will balk at the 

idea of worrying about a financial bottom line, it is becoming a necessity for nonprofits to adopt 

hybrid financial structures, retaining their non-profit identity integrated with for-profit models. 

The idealistic approach of some in the Arts and Culture sector to think they can continue to 

operate only with the help of volunteers and in-kind donations may find it difficult to continue in 

this way given the current political and financial climate.  
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