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I.  Introduction and Background
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INTRODUCTION

The Myrna Loy Center/Helena Presents (the Myrna) is a professional, nonprofit organization that provides opportunities for the community and the region to enjoy the best in contemporary performing and media arts, and for artists to perform and create new work. As a nationally recognized presenting organization and as the recipient of a multi-year grant from the Doris Duke Foundation’s Mid-Size Presenting Organization’s Initiative, the Myrna is embarking on a four-year effort to sustain and expand its creation programs and build administrative capacity.

The strategic direction laid out in this plan is the result of a board and staff planning process conducted in the fall of 2006. The plan was approved by the board of directors on May 14, 2007. It will guide our work for the next three years, 2007 – 2010. 

HISTORY AND BACKGROUND 

Named for the Hollywood film actress Myrna Loy, who was born 30 miles from Helena, the Myrna presents theater, film, dance, music, performance art, and literature to audiences in Montana and the Northwest. Now located in a 100-year-old renovated territorial jail, the Myrna showcases local and national performing artists in a 250-seat theater, and, since its founding as Helena Film Society in 1975, showcases the “best of independent and foreign film every night of the year” in an intimate, 54-seat screening room.    

While housed on the second floor of a historic downtown building, still under the leadership of its founder, and with the name Helena Presents, the organization began presenting cutting-edge dance companies, jazz and modern music ensembles. Helena Presents became nationally recognized for theme-based festivals, commissioning new work and collaborations among performance artists, dancers, musicians and composers. An annual “Series for the Performing Arts”, was established and successfully presented traditional, innovative, and culturally diverse works by national artists.  

By 1985 the organization had outgrown its small space and began a search for a new home. A significant award from the National Endowment for the Arts enabled Helena Presents to acquire and renovate the historic Lewis and Clark County Jail, also located near downtown. Helena’s native daughter, Myrna Loy, graciously lent her name to the enterprise, and with that endorsement the Myna Loy Center for the Media and Performing Arts opened in 1991.

In the new facility, the Myrna Loy Center flourished. Artistic programs in all disciplines expanded and began to be recognized by national funders. Multi-year grant support from foundations such as the Lila Wallace Reader’s Digest Fund, Meet the Composer, the Ruth and Vernon Taylor Foundation and the MacArthur Foundation helped to create and sustain projects as well as operations. The Myrna also participated in the Arts Plus program and the Kennedy Center Partners in Education Program that became leading national models for arts education. 

After the departure of the founding director in 1997 and a rocky transition through the second generation of leadership, the Myrna confronted a major organizational and financial crisis that resulted in closing its doors for a short period. But it became clear quite quickly that the Myrna was a valued and important asset the community was willing to fight for – the board and community rallied around the organization.  After reopening in September 2000, the board of trustees and supporters recommitted to the Myrna’s mission and to a strong, stable organization.

By 2002 it was apparent that the organization had weathered the crisis; performance and film programs were back at “full speed.” Ed Noonan, playwright, teacher, and long-time Helena resident agreed to become the executive director. The board, with Ed in a leadership role, completed a strategic plan to carry them forward through 2005. During that time, the Myrna steadily rebuilt its infrastructure, programs and base of community support.

The strategic plan presented here provides a roadmap for the next three years (2007-2010), and recognizes our desire for continued artistic growth and increased organizational stability. Working in planning sessions facilitated by Karen Mueller of LarsonAllen, the board and key staff members have developed a plan that reconfirms the Myrna’s mission and sets forth several key strategic goals and objectives to help achieve our desired results. The staff is committed to establishing annual work plans, budgets and performance measures guided by this strategic plan.  

II. Mission, Vision, and Values


Mission Statement

After substantial discussion about the mission of the organization, our board and staff agreed that the mission had not changed significantly in the previous five years but that the mission statement needed greater focus and clarity. The board of directors unanimously agreed that the following statement will effectively guide the Myrna into the future:

“The Myrna Loy Center presents contemporary media and performing arts, supports the creation of new works by Montana, regional and national artists, and nurtures a lifelong involvement in the arts through arts education and residencies.” 

VISION STATEMENT

Our vision articulates a clear picture of our shared aspirations for the organization and the environment we serve. Early conversations in the planning process informed much of the content of subsequent discussions with community members through interviews and focus groups.  Informed by a variety of stakeholders, our vision provides guidance and motivation for the Myrna over the next ten years. 

We envision the Myrna Loy Center:

· As the leading venue in the nation to experience new and existing work by the best artists from Helena and the region.  

· As financially robust, with adequate resources to ensure our future.

· Attracting an ever-increasing and diverse community of audiences through extraordinary programming.

· Continuing to contribute to the economic and cultural vitality of the Helena community and the region.

· Building a sense of community by being a place for all citizens of Helena to participate in art that is meaningful for each of them. 

· Presenting programs in a variety of venues to provide better service for the community.

We envision a community where the arts are:

· Integrated into the K-12 curriculum. 

· Accessible to all regardless of an ability to pay.

Values 

The following are the values and beliefs that guide our work at the Myrna:

      We value artistic excellence and therefore strive to present the highest quality work available. The artists we showcase represent a variety of artistic disciplines and a balance of contemporary and traditional work.

We value our audiences and seek to retain the trust they have given us. Artists who perform at the Myrna consider the audience to be a collaborative partner in the presentation of their work.   

We believe that exposure to a wide variety of artistic expression provides a vehicle to experience the diversity of world cultures. Art can challenge our thinking and increase understanding among people of differing life experiences.  

We value the sense of community and connectedness that experiencing live performance with others can engender. Art can be a transformative experience that expands our lives, creates awareness, and a deeper understanding of what it means to be human.  

We respect the legacy of the Myrna that has been strengthened over time by dedicated, creative artists and the investment of time and financial support by volunteers and donors. We are responsible stewards of the organization and its artistic mission.

We are committed to new artistic voices by commissioning the creation of new work by local and national artists.

We believe the arts are for everyone and that exposure to the arts contributes to a well- rounded and educated citizen.

We believe in having a good time; we believe that experiencing artistic activity provides a sense of aliveness, vitality and fun.

III. Internal and External Factors


In order to achieve our strategic goals and move toward our ten-year vision for the Myrna, we recognize that we will have to leverage opportunities and strengths while mitigating challenges, both internal and external. Through planning meetings with board and staff members, telephone interviews with board members, arts colleagues and foundation representatives, and focus groups comprised of musicians, actors, writers, business supporters and representatives from arts organizations, we investigated the Myrna’s perceived organizational strengths and opportunities as well as challenges and trends in the external environment and marketplace. 

Strengths and Opportunities 

The following list summarizes the most prevalent comments from planning session participants and other respondents regarding the organizational strengths and perceived opportunities for growth:  

Strengths

1. Positive reputation for presenting consistently high quality, unique programs. Whether a performance is music, film, theater, dance or the visual arts, the Myrna has built a strong “brand” that audiences trust. As one focus group member said, “Even if I don’t like dance or don’t know much about it, I’d be inclined to attend because the Myrna was presenting it.”

2. Commissioning new work. The Myrna’s creation projects and extended residencies support and nurture the careers of artists and the ongoing development of a “regional voice.”  

3. Commitment to the Helena community and to the region. We hope to always be seen as an active center for many community and regional events that are both sponsored by the Myrna or by others.

4. Commitment to arts education. We will continue to provide leadership in arts education in school and community centers for children and adults.

5. Professional, dedicated staff. The leadership of the executive director and staff are both highly regarded. 

6. Engaged board of directors. Our board is perceived as being comprised of a good mix of veteran and new board members, with a range of expertise and knowledge.

7. Landmark facility and theater. The building provides an intimate “personality,” a sense of history, and great location. Artists appreciate the stage, the acoustics and the recent cosmetic improvements.

8. Special amenities for audiences. Our concessions license allows us to sell beer and wine, which increases our appeal as a destination for performances as well as a rental location for events.

9. Balanced budget and revenue mix. Although we are working to increase and diversify our overall revenue sources, we consistently maintain a healthy balance between earned and contributed income.

10. Local and national recognition. Our base of grant support and our strong relationships with foundations have grown over the past five years.

11. Perception of the organization as a survivor. The community remembers an organizational crisis in 2000 and perceives that the organization learned from the situation and improved its governing and financial systems.

Opportunities

1. Several non-profit groups in Helena identified a need for a mid-sized theater, approximately 500-800 seats. 

2. Helena’s growing population and changing demographics present an opportunity to establish relationships with newcomers.

3. Montana is becoming a focus of attention by funders who are interested in supporting rural America.

4. Our continuing success with residencies/performances and national recognition in recent years provides opportunity “to toot our own horn.”     

5. We can build on our downtown location, focusing on the visual impact of our historic architecture. Consider adding dramatic or unique exterior lighting to signal our location.

Organizational Challenges

Challenges within an organization and trends in the external environment can present opportunities for or barriers to growth. The following issues were identified as representing the most significant challenges facing the Myrna as we move forward: 

1. Although we have a loyal, core audience, we are not as well known in the broader community.

2. Our individual donors are steadfast, but with limited capacity to give. 

3. Local and national fund-raising capacity is limited.

4. The capacity of our 250-seat theater, though an asset to artists and audience, is a liability, in that it “caps” earned-income potential.

5. Misunderstanding or no understanding of the non-profit business model by the public leads to a perception that we are a commercial enterprise. 

6. The historic nature of our building limits how we can treat the façade.

7. Staff capacity is currently stretched to accomplish all that needs to be done.

8. After sixteen years of continuous use, our facility, equipment, and furniture are aging.

9. The instability of arts funding and the need for stronger cash reserves are financial challenges for the Myrna.

Environmental Trends

1. Cultural changes that may be leading people toward more singular, at-home activity rather than attending group events threaten live performance and theater attendance here and across the nation.

2. We operate in a competitive climate for private and public philanthropic dollars and often find ourselves to be a lower priority than social services, education and medicine.

3. The artistic and entertainment preferences of new residents in the Helena area are not clear. 

IV. STRATEGIC PLAN GOALS and OBJECTIVES 


In addition to our ongoing annual programs we have identified the following four broad strategic goals for the Myrna during the next three years:

1. Improve our position in the local, regional, and national arts marketplace.

2. Grow the financial health and stability of the organization.

3. Expand opportunities for regional artists to present new work.   

4. Strengthen arts education in the community through our programs and advocacy efforts.

Anticipating both the challenges and opportunities ahead of us, we plan to build on our organizational strengths and pursue the following objectives to achieve our strategic goals.  Annual workplans and budgets will be developed from these directives.

Goal 1. Improve our competitive edge in the regional and national arts marketplace. This goal recognizes that there are many rivals for the public’s leisure time as well as their charitable contributions. Following through on our recent initiatives to build brand identity and increase visibility with existing and potential audiences, we will continue to build excitement for the organization and the outstanding work presented at the Myrna. 

We seek to gain a deeper understanding of the needs of our audiences and donors, as well as any barriers to participation. We know that the daily demands of work and family are great, and   technology and the media are providing informal arts experiences that can be easily accessed at home. That said, it is increasingly important for the Myrna to articulate and underscore the value of experiencing a shared, live performance, or a film on a large screen, as we promote the value of the organization. 

Key objectives to achieve this goal are:

A.
Expand our visibility and participation within the community through a variety of media sources.

B.
Study current and potential audience to gain information for future parameters of audience participation. 

C.
Improve the theater-going experience for audiences and the performing experience for artists at our facility. 

D.
Increase audience attendance within our current seating capacity and expand our future seating capacity. 

E.
Continue to strengthen community partnerships and collaborations with other nonprofit groups.

Goal 2. Grow the financial health and stability of the organization. This goal recognizes that increased financial stability will be critical in order to sustain and grow our artistic and educational programs. It is essential that we strengthen the Myrna’s financial position and build our cash reserve in order to continue taking on the risk of producing new creation projects, to expand our range of program offerings, and to invest in facility and infrastructure improvements.

The Myrna has operated in a financial break-even status for the past seven years. Having rebuilt the organization’s financial position from 2000, the Myrna has instituted a cash reserve and rebuilt its staff to a complement of three full-time and nine part-time positions. In order to continue to build on our overall financial successes and to continue to grow our revenue we would like to moderately expand our staff in the area of membership and marketing.  As we achieve our goal for stronger positioning in the arts marketplace, ticket sales and contributions are expected to increase our overall cash position.

Key objectives to achieve this goal are:

A.
Broaden and diversify the   numbers of donors and increase the level of contribution. 

B.
Identify realistic steps to expand the membership program. 

C.
Analyze earned revenue sources and develop a strategy (with relatively conservative goals) to increase earned income through ticket sales, merchandize and concessions. 

D.
Invest in adequate staff capacity to meet fundraising goals.   

E.
Continue with board development and training to help reach fundraising goals.  

Goal 3. Expand the opportunities for local, regional and national artists to present new work. Artists are   key to our mission . The Myrna Loy Center exists because of the historic need for  artists to have a venue that connects them with touring opportunities and with the audience in Montana’s capital. Across the last 30 years the Myrna has helped to bring experience and opportunity to regional artists and thereby created a mature and strong arts environment. Montana artists are a breed of their own, who have survived outside conventional urban structures that support the arts. That experience gives them a unique and valuable vision and voice. We encourage local artists to share their work across the country. We believe the national voice is strengthened by our connection to this region’s culture and history.

Key objectives to achieve this goal are:

A. Seek additional granting opportunities that support commissions and artist residencies.

B. Create new and maintain existing alliances with presenting partners in the region and across the country.

C. Provide professional development for artists, including directing them toward local, regional and national showcases.

D. Increase grants to artists.

E. Continue to support projects that call for new works created in collaboration between regional and national artists.



Goal 4. Strengthen arts education.

"I would teach the children music, math and physics. But first I would teach them music - for in the pattern of the arts lies the key to all learning." Plato 

This quote sums up the spirit of our commitment to arts education and our belief that the arts are important to a well-rounded individual. We serve approximately 700 students and community members each year through school programs, residencies and special performances. Our extended residences engage the public in the creative process and learning through interaction with the artist. We will continue to build our capacity to reach more children and adults through meaningful learning experiences.  

Key objectives to achieve this goal are:   

A. Strengthen partnership with the Helena School District and with area schools to increase resources available to support arts education.

B. Expand  adult education programs for underserved audiences by building potential partnerships with colleges and rural schools and developing new initiatives.

C. Seek new opportunities for grant support with donors and foundations interested in supporting arts education.

