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Abstract

[bookmark: _Int_NQaATyIp]This research paper investigates the intricate dynamics of organizational well-being within Black arts organizations in Virginia. Specifically, this study highlights the Elegba Folklore Society, the Jefferson School African American Heritage Center, and the Tidewater African Cultural Alliance. These organizations, deeply rooted in their communities, play a pivotal role in preserving and celebrating cultural heritage. 

The purpose of this research is to uncover the multifaceted landscape of organizational well-being in Black arts organizations. By delving into their unique challenges, priorities, and mechanisms, we aim to provide insights that can inform and support these organizations, as well as contribute to a broader understanding of how to bolster organizational health.

Utilizing a qualitative approach, we conducted interviews, focus groups, site visits, and document reviews. Data analysis involved inductive and deductive coding, allowing us to extract key themes and codes. Themes emerged through iterative processes, shedding light on the complex dynamics of these organizations’ well-being. 

Findings centered on how the organizations were defining organizational well-being, which included mission alignment, joy, and community embeddedness. Additionally, the mechanisms for remembering, fortifying, and advancing well-being include some traditional approaches such as checks for fiscal solvency, regular reporting (annual, bi-annual, and quarterly), and a focus on the audience/patron experience. 

This paper concludes with recommendations to enhance the sustainability and growth of these organizations, including the formation of support networks, implementing "planned pauses," heightened focus on organizational wellness, and reevaluating funding structures.
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Organizational Wellness of Black Arts Organizations in Virginia

Arts organizations created by, for, and with communities of color leave an incredible impact on their communities. In a predominantly Eurocentric, western society such as the United States, Black arts organizations become safe havens for Black individuals to create and connect (Bamrick, 2020). In recent years, there has been a push to document the impact of BIPOC organizations more fully (Voss & Voss, 2021). However, there has not been much research devoted to the organizational wellness of Black arts organizations. This study examines the question: What mechanisms do Black arts organizations utilize to remember, fortify, and advance organizational well-being?

The primary research question was assessed using a case study approach examining how Black arts organizations in Virginia define their organizational well-being, what information they have collected or used in the past, and current practices for assessing organizational well-being. Because most nonprofits, regardless of the organization’s demographics, tenure, or capacity are short on time, we wanted to ensure that the study carried little risk for harm and clear benefits. We hope that each participating organization and the field are left with a foundation upon which to continue defining and assessing organizational well-being in the future. This study examines this question through the lens of Black arts organizations in Virginia, specifically the Elegba Folklore Society, the Jefferson School African American Heritage Center, and the Tidewater African Cultural Alliance. 



[bookmark: _Toc149250495][bookmark: _Toc1068721859][bookmark: _Toc149550840]Context and Literature Review

Black arts organizations hold significant importance in American society and provide meaning and purpose to the people they serve (Bamrick, 2020; Joyce, 2018). These organizations often serve as the backbone of their communities, advance Black arts and culture, and foster a greater understanding of our past and a roadmap for our future. In the state of Virginia, the role of Black arts organizations is even more imperative given the history of slavery, Jim Crow laws, segregation, and other examples of racial discrimination that further the need for safe artistic and cultural spaces for Black communities. As we began to research Black arts organizational well-being, it was crucial that we understood the historical significance of these collectives and gained a sense of the roles they serve. We aimed to synthesize the legacy of Black arts organizations and how they can reach a place of thriving within these contexts. 

Virginia Historical Context 

To understand the history of Black arts in the state of Virginia, the state’s legacies of slavery, segregation, and discrimination cannot be overstated. In 1619, over twenty men, women, and children were stolen from their homes in Angola, Africa, and forced into slavery. They arrived in what is now known as Hampton, VA, and thus this atrocity established the institution of slavery as we remember it today (McCartney, 2020). In 1860, Virginia’s population held 500,000 enslaved people, constituting one-third of the state’s population (“Distribution of Virginia's Slave Population, Map, 1861,” n.d.). Suffice it to say, Virginia was the state where slavery was born and was the largest slaveholding state throughout the institution’s history (Bourne, 2008). 

Virginia also played a significant and prominent role in the Civil War. On May 23, 1861, Virginia seceded from the United States. Soon after the beginning of the Civil War, the Confederacy moved its capital to Richmond, VA. Throughout the war, both free and enslaved African Americans were brutally attacked, killed, and faced severe repercussions - regardless of whether they served in the war or their emancipation status (Wolfe, 2020). In 1862, Virginia required free Black male laborers between eighteen and fifty to serve in the military (“African American History - Virginia in the American Civil War,” 2023). By far, the most battles fought in the Civil War occurred in the state of Virginia, with a total of one hundred and twenty-four battles. The next closest state was Tennessee with thirty-eight battles (“Soldiers and Sailors Database – Battles,” n.d.). It is impossible to separate the state of Virginia from the cruelties of this time. 

The Jim Crow era in Virginia was not dissimilar from the patterns of slavery and the Civil War. Following the end of the war, Virginia was quick to institute laws, policies, and procedures that furthered the oppression of Black people. In attempts to maintain subordination, “black codes” were enacted throughout the South - restricting Black people’s ability to build wealth and move freely (Jim Crow to Civil Rights in Virginia, n.d.). These efforts climaxed in 1896 with the Supreme Court decision Plessy v. Ferguson upholding the notion of “separate but equal.” Upon this decision, the former Confederate states rewrote their constitutions to uphold this ruling. The 1902 rewriting of the Constitution in Virginia consisted of poll taxes, literacy tests, and mandating separate schools. 

Virginia soon became a backdrop in the conversation of school equality. In 1951, Barbara Johns, a student in Prince Edward County, VA, held a strike with other Black students to protest unequal facilities in their school. This action soon became an equalization case, Davis v. Prince Edward County, and was one of only five cases that became part of the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954, overturning Plessy v. Ferguson and mandating school desegregation (Jim Crow to Civil Rights in Virginia, n.d.).

During the 1950s-60s and school integration, Virginia became a stronghold of massive resistance—a movement led by white segregationists to oppose the Supreme Court's landmark Brown v. Board of Education ruling. Dakin (1967) and Day (2014) provide crucial insights into the political processes and rhetoric of massive resistance in Virginia during this period. The state enacted laws to close public schools rather than integrate them, leaving Black students with limited educational opportunities. As part of the massive resistance strategy, white leaders used racist rhetoric and propaganda to stir fear and opposition to integration. The fear of miscegenation and loss of white supremacy fueled the efforts to maintain the Jim Crow system. Massive resistance not only targeted educational institutions but also extended to various aspects of African American life.

In the post-Civil War Era, Black people made up more than 42% of Virginia’s total population (Claibourn, 2012). However, given the laws and systems that prevented upward mobility for Black individuals, there was soon a steady decline in the Black populous in Virginia. In 2022, Black people make up only 20% of the population (U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: Virginia, 2022). While some of this can be explained by the expansion of racial categories and people identifying as multi-racial, much of it is also the impact of racism and segregation in Virginia. Along with the loss of population, Black cultural traditions and practices were concurrently impacted as state-sponsored oppression drove Black citizens out of Virginia.

These significant moments in Virginia’s history highlight the various ways in which the state’s systems of power, culture, and broader landscape continued to discriminate against Black individuals. Yet despite this significant oppression, we argue that Black arts and culture played a crucial role in the preservation and celebration of the Black experience. These organizations provided needed safe havens for Black Virginians who were otherwise dehumanized in broader society. Upon emancipation, Black artists held exhibitions and were given funding, and art departments were created in Black schools (Traditional Fine Arts Organizations, n.d.) This type of cultural celebration provides an important level of autonomy, creative expression, and cultural preservation. 
 
Towards this end, we highlight the importance of the Black Arts Movement. Amidst the repressive climate of massive resistance, the Black Arts Movement emerged as a powerful artistic and cultural force that aimed to reclaim and celebrate African American identity. Davis (2022) examines the significance of the Black Arts Movement in the Southern United States, which includes Virginia. This movement empowered Black artists to challenge oppressive norms, advocate for civil rights, and promote cultural preservation. Despite facing immense obstacles, the Black Arts Movement provided a platform for African American artists in Virginia to express their creativity and advocate for social change. To understand the significant role of Black arts in Virginia, we must understand the importance of Black arts organizations holistically. 

Cultural Preservation and Hubs 

Black arts organizations are vital in preserving the diverse cultural traditions and artistic expressions of the Black community. They serve as platforms for showcasing various art forms, including visual arts, literature, music, dance, and theater, which may not always provide adequate representation of Black culture in mainstream cultural institutions (Karenga, 2016). These organizations empower their communities by providing opportunities for creative expression and fostering a sense of cultural pride and identity. They often serve as cultural hubs where Black individuals can connect with their heritage, find solidarity, and develop a strong sense of belonging. Moreover, Black arts organizations have historically been at the forefront of social and political advocacy. Through their art, they have addressed issues of racial inequality, social justice, and civil rights, using their creative platforms to advocate for change and challenge oppressive systems (Neal, 1987). 

It is important to understand that while Black people have been in the United States since 1619, they have a history that stretches far beyond this period, and art has long been integral to African culture (Hall, 2019). Music, dance, instruments, and other forms of art have a rich history in Africa, and the preservation and continuation of these art forms are being carried out in Black art spaces today. 

Artistic Excellence and Community Connection

Engaging marginalized communities and ensuring inclusivity in programming is a priority for Black arts organizations. It is important to note that Black arts organizations are not just good for Black people, they contribute to a more diverse and inclusive cultural landscape in America as a whole. By showcasing the talents and perspectives of Black artists, they challenge cultural stereotypes and encourage audiences to embrace a broader understanding of artistic excellence (Davis, 2022). They also challenge notions that only Eurocentric art forms are of high quality. Black arts organizations foster networks and partnerships among artists, activists, and community members, creating a sense of solidarity and mutual support. These collaborations strengthen the community's capacity to address social and cultural challenges collectively. 

Akiva, Hecht, and Osai (2021) found that Black arts education practitioners “value arts quality, equitable access, community embeddedness, and Black arts & cultural preservation” (p. 20). The centering of community and preserving Black culture and arts is imperative, particularly when the societal backdrop is one of racism and oppression. 

Funding and Financial Sustainability

Black arts organizations often struggle to secure adequate funding and financial support, leading to limited resources for staff, programs, and infrastructure development. This challenge is exacerbated by disparities in access to grants, sponsorships, and philanthropic support compared to mainstream (white-led) arts organizations (Williams & Moore, 2019).

Black arts organizations also contribute to economic empowerment by creating employment opportunities for Black artists, arts administrators, and other professionals within the arts industry. These organizations often serve as anchors in their communities, stimulating local economies through arts-related events and activities (Karenga, 2016). 

Limited representation and visibility within the broader arts community hamper Black arts organizations' ability to attract audiences, patrons, and collaborators. The lack of diverse perspectives in the arts sector affects their ability to reach a wider audience and gain recognition (The Wallace Foundation, 2018). Furthermore, Black arts organizations face racial bias and discrimination when seeking partnerships, funding, or opportunities, negatively impacting their organizational climate and staff morale. These experiences create stress within the organization and hinder growth (National Endowment for the Arts, 2018).

Critical Race Theory & Black Arts

Critical Race Theory (CRT) calls for full acceptance of and grappling with the impact of race in our society (Delgado, Harris, & Stefancic, 2023). As Yosso (2005, p. 69) emphasizes, “CRT shifts the research lens away from a deficit view of Communities of Color as places full of cultural poverty disadvantages, and instead focuses on and learns from the array of cultural knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts possessed by socially marginalized groups that often go unrecognized and unacknowledged.” This lens is precisely the work that Black arts organizations do daily. They center the lived experiences of Black individuals, celebrate the cultural fabric and landscape of Black communities and view them as assets to be appreciated rather than deficits to be disparaged. 

Staff Wellness

Black organizations are leading the way with regard to staff mental health and setting the standard for care in the workplace (Blanding, 2023). Blanding writes that Black-led organizational practices often align with key mental health themes, such as protection from harm and fostering a sense of belonging. This foundational work in establishing a positive workplace culture aligns with Black arts organizations’ interest in fostering a safe haven for Black individuals to create, explore, and connect. 

However, the underrepresentation of Black leaders in the arts sector poses a significant challenge for Black arts organizations. Limited opportunities for leadership development and succession planning impede their ability to build sustainable leadership pipelines (WolfBrown, 2020). There is also a significant challenge to maintaining these high levels of staff wellness, as these organizations often struggle to build sustainable staff structures given the high volume of work they maintain daily. 

Opportunities for Future Research 

Current literature (Knuckles, 2021) suggests that philanthropic and funding practices must shift to be more inclusive of and able to center on Black organizations, yet there is a gap in the literature with relation to how Black arts organizations can understand their organizational wellness. By documenting the organizational practices, health, and well-being of these organizations, we hope to provide organizations with language they can present both internally and externally to understand, document, and evaluate their organizational well-being, and inevitably receive increased funding. We encourage further research in this area. 

Conclusion

Given Virginia’s racist history, the impact of Black arts organizations on fostering community connection, protection, and celebration is felt even more deeply. By providing access to artistic opportunities and a platform for self-expression, cultural empowerment, and community cohesion, these organizations leave a lasting impact on the next generation of artists, leaders, and activists. Addressing the challenges faced by Black arts organizations is essential for creating a more equitable and vibrant arts landscape. Strategies such as increasing funding opportunities, enhancing connection to their communities, and fostering a workplace culture of wellness can contribute to enhancing the organizational health and impact of Black arts organizations.

[bookmark: _Toc149250496][bookmark: _Toc946484660][bookmark: _Toc149550841]Methodology
[bookmark: _rpnip7fv1w1t][bookmark: _Toc149460971][bookmark: _Toc149461029]Research Question/s
The primary research question for this study was: What mechanisms do Black arts organizations utilize to remember, fortify, and advance organizational well-being?

Sub-questions included:
· How do Black arts organizations define organizational well-being?
· What information related to organizational well-being have Black arts organizations collected/used in the past?
· What are the current practices for assessing organizational well-being?
· What changes would a plan to define and assess organizational well-being in the future entail?

Data Collection and Analysis
This research utilized a case study approach that leaned heavily on the collection and analysis of qualitative data collected through interviews, focus groups, document review, and site visits.  

Focus Groups and Interviews
The major mode of data collection for the study was through conversations with organization leaders, staff, and volunteers. Focus groups with employees and volunteers from each organization were conducted in person or over Zoom, depending on the needs and desires of each organization. The focus groups lasted approximately one hour. Questions were around the theme of organizational well-being and sought to break down the traditional views of organizational wellness to give space for a site-specific definition. 
Similarly, interviews with the leaders of each Black arts organization were held in person and lasted approximately one hour. The same questions were used for interviews and focus groups to understand alignment and the differences due to personality and positionality. Questions centered on the theme of organizational well-being and sought to break down traditional views to give space for a site-specific definition. 
For both interviews and focus groups, audio was recorded, and the recordings were transcribed and coded with the same themes used to conduct document analysis. Additionally, notes were taken during the discussions to capture salient points. During the conversations, the researchers explained that the order of the questions was purposefully set to cause some initial cognitive dissonance and then help each person to refine their definition of organizational wellness, with a full understanding of how and why they came to their understanding. The interactions ended with pointed questions about the impact of race and space on organizational well-being.
Site Visits
Site visits/observations took place in public spaces for each of the organizations. Researchers did not seek or collect data on employees or volunteers in personal workspaces, or other spaces where privacy should be expected. The observations lasted for a period of thirty minutes to an hour inside the building or space. The researchers were able to observe how patrons or attendees interacted with one another, with the staff, and with the building/programming. Before entering each space, the researchers observed the outside of the building, streets, and larger local context.
The site visits were especially important in noting three aspects of organizational wellness as defined in this study. A sense of belonging, community embeddedness, and joy were pervasive in each of the visits. It is important to note that while these elements represent a departure from traditional views of organizational wellness, each seems to be significant in the Black arts space.
Document Review
By reviewing organizational materials, the research team gained an understanding of the organization’s mission and strategy, as well as historical background and past practices related to organizational wellness. While document review was site-specific, it was not person-specific. A suggested list of documents for review included but were not limited to:
1. Mission and Vision Statements
2. Strategic Plans
3. Bylaws and Governance Documents
4. Financial Statements and Budgets
5. Program Evaluations
6. Employee Handbook and Policies
7. Audience Engagement and Community Outreach Reports
8. Risk Management Policies
9. Annual, Biannual, or Quarterly Reports
10. Stakeholder Feedback/surveys

The researchers collected documents that were publicly available online (including participants’ reviews and comments) and received documents from organizational staff for review. It is important to note that while document review can be a powerful tool for surfacing themes, the process of document review can be one that brings up feelings of distrust, especially with organizations that have a history of research-related harm. Therefore, starting with document review of public documents and asking for, and not prescribing, documents from an organization is one way to conduct this research activity in a respectful, responsible manner.

[bookmark: _Toc358425302][bookmark: _Toc149550842]

Timeline

This study was conducted between July and October 2023.
In July, the research study commenced with a strong emphasis on data collection. This phase involved conducting focus groups, interviews with organizational leadership, document reviews, and site visits when applicable. The tasks during this period included compiling necessary agreements and forms, working on the literature review, and the recruitment of sites to participate in the study.
From August through October 2023 data collection continued. This period involved data collection for each of the three sites, as well as continued work on the literature review and document analysis. This phase involved final focus groups, ongoing interviews, document reviews, and site visits where necessary. Initial drafting of the final report also began. The tasks at this stage focused on generating insights and preparing the groundwork for the final report. 
In adhering to the timeline, the researchers were also responsive to the participating organizations, and data collection was done in a manner and cadence that allowed each organization to continue other activities in an uninterrupted manner. This flexibility allowed for the building of right relationships with each organization.
[bookmark: _Toc1076154466][bookmark: _Toc149550843]Choosing of Black Arts Organizations

Six potential Black arts sites were originally selected. Each of the organizations were sent an invitational email that contained an overview of the study and a request to schedule a Zoom session to assess fit. This was done with the hopes of gaining consent from three organizations for site-level participation. For the case studies, the researchers secured a commitment to participate from three different Black arts organizations. It was important that these organizations:
1. Were created by, for, and with Black people
2. Were currently run by, for, and with Black people
3. Run physically and in practice in the state of Virginia
To select potential sites for the study, an original list of Black arts organizations was created. This list included 34 organizations across the state that focused on arts and culture. This original list was narrowed using refinement criteria, which included ensuring the organization provided programming in the last six months and confirming the organization was currently state-run. This left eight organizations on the list. The researchers then overlaid a historical context and worked to look at Black arts organizations in places where a history of Black liberation and thriving existed and worked to ensure that varied parts and regions of Virginia were represented. Therefore, the final list of participating organizations included:
a) Elegba Folklore Society - Richmond, Virginia
b) Jefferson School African American Heritage Center - Charlottesville, Virginia
c) Tidewater African Cultural Alliance - Virginia Beach, Virginia
Figure 1
Map of Sites in the Black Arts Organizational Wellness Study
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc149249226]Figure 1: Map of sites. This figure shows the sites of each organization that participated in the study.
The specific context in Virginia is being explored because of the proximity of the organizations to both the nation's capital and the capital of the Confederacy, and how Virginia has been a historical leader in legal oppression (Higginbotham, 1978). Each of the Black arts organizations is located in an urban area where the histories and current state of the Black population are complex, and where the arts are used to enhance the cultural experience. 
[bookmark: _Toc149250497][bookmark: _Toc812572304][bookmark: _Toc149550844]Data Analysis

The process of thematic analysis used in this study involved a combination of inductive and deductive coding to identify and develop key themes from the data. 
Deductive Coding: The initial stage of the process involved deductive coding. In this phase, the researchers used pre-existing codes or concepts based on prior research or theoretical frameworks to categorize the data, including:
· Community Embeddedness
· Definitions of Well-being
· Fiscal Well-being
· Founder and Executive Director Experience
· Impact of Place 
· Impact of Race
· Organizational Offerings
· Organizational Structure
· Staff Well-being 
The research team systematically went through each piece of data a minimum of three times to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the dataset. During this process, they identified concepts and ideas that were recurrent and significant in the data.
Inductive Coding: Following the deductive coding phase, the researchers introduced inductive coding. In this phase, the researchers began with a set of codes that were not preconceived but rather emerged from the data itself. This allowed for a more open and exploratory approach to understanding the dataset. The inductive codes used in this study included: 
· Impact of African Background 
· Impact of COVID
· Protection (of work and self) 
These inductive codes were applied to the dataset, allowing the researchers to incorporate existing theoretical concepts into the analysis.
The process of thematic analysis combined inductive and deductive coding to systematically identify and develop themes that reflected the key findings of the study. The approach ensured that the analysis was both data-driven and theoretically informed, providing a comprehensive understanding of the research data.


[bookmark: _Toc149460775]Table 1 
[bookmark: _Toc149461030]Codes and Definitions
	Code
	Definition

	Community Embeddedness
	Staff shared that they felt they were not just connected with communities but felt deeply embedded within them. Thus, this code captured times when staff shared how they felt the organization is integrated in the local community.

	Definitions of Well-being

	The focus of this code is on how organizations define and conceptualize the term “well-being.” This code was used every time that an individual offered a new concept of well-being that was not captured by our other codes.

	Fiscal Well-Being
	This language included aspects like budgeting, funding sources, and financial management.

	Founder & Executive Director Experience
	This code was utilized whenever references to the role of the founder or executive director was made. It captures when participants mentioned the crucial role of leadership in ensuring the stability and longevity of the organization, including succession planning. 

	Impact of African Background
	Participants named aspects and considerations related to African heritage that shape the organization's priorities and well-being.

	Impact of COVID
	The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is a critical consideration within the hierarchy of needs. This code explores how participants named the pandemic has affected the organization's ability to meet its needs and maintain its operations.

	Impact of Place
	Participants named ways their geographic location and grounding in place impacted the ways they understand a sense of urgency in their work and necessity of their programs.

	Impact of Race 
	This code explores how considerations related to race affect the sense of belonging and joy within the organization, as well as access to funding and other organizational impacts. 

	Organizational Offerings
	This code focuses on how the organization's programs, services, and activities contribute to the preservation and celebration of cultural heritage. It delves into the role of the organization in this context.

	Organizational Structure
	This code focused on how the organizational structure influences its ability to endure and thrive.

	Protection (of Work and Self)

	This code focuses on the measures taken by organizations to protect their work and well-being of their staff and members. It includes strategies and practices aimed at safeguarding the organization's mission and staff.

	Staff Well-Being
	Individuals referenced staff health, work-life balance, mental well-being, and overall satisfaction within the organization.


Themes

Themes were derived from both the inductive and deductive coding processes. The researchers examined coded segments of interviews, focus groups, and documents. This iterative process led the researchers to five major themes described below:
Theme 1: Defining and Measuring Organizational Well-being
This theme explores how organizations define and assess their overall well-being, encompassing the methods and criteria used for this purpose. It delves into the tools and practices employed to gauge the organization's health. We found that many organizations named audience surveys, ability to provide mission-aligned programs, and being broadly well-resourced as their metrics for measuring organizational wellbeing. 
[bookmark: _Toc149460776]Table 2
[bookmark: _Toc149460972][bookmark: _Toc149461031]Defining and Measuring Organizational Well-being Theme and Codes
	Code
	Example

	Definitions of Well-being

These examples highlighted the ways that organizations are defining and measuring well-being, including examining surveys, and understanding mission-aligned work. 
	“You know, when you look at comment cards that people leave, or if you look at survey results from having attended a program or feedback sheets from having attended a program, being able to read those comments, also is an indicator of organizational well-being because we want to make sure that it matters to people.” (Organization Leader)

“I define it as being able to provide the services and programs that we've outlined in our mission with high quality and authenticity, because we are representing the … culture and with enthusiasm.” (Organization Leader)


Theme 2: Organizational Sustainability and Capacity-Building
Organizational sustainability is about ensuring the long-term stability and success of the organization. Key factors in this theme include leadership support, succession planning, the influence of organizational structure, staff well-being, and fiscal stability.
Closely connected to organizational sustainability is capacity building. As one participant shared, “a part of that, in terms of organizational stability, is the need to do capacity building. There are only a few of us doing a whole bunch” (Organization Leader). Capacity-building focuses on enhancing an organization's ability to grow and develop. This theme involves leadership and staff support, the design of the organizational structure to facilitate growth, and the importance of succession planning for future leadership.
[bookmark: _Toc149460777]Table 3
[bookmark: _Toc149460973][bookmark: _Toc149461032]Organizational Stability and Capacity Building Theme and Codes
	Code
	Example

	Founder & Executive Director Experience

In order have a sustainable organization, the longevity and well-being of the executive directors is paramount. This includes proper succession planning and support for these leaders who often work overtime.

	“I feel like one day I'm gonna walk out the door and I don't want it to close.” (Organization Leader)

“She's keeps her ear to the wind. She knows what's going on. But she could use help leadership support...So she doesn't have to think of all the things all the time, having staff support, so that she can delegate more freely, is important.” (Organization Staff)

“I have an emotional investment, as well...It's my baby. So sometimes we have a blurred line between the work life balance, because I'm always working on this.” (Organization Leader)


	Organizational Structure

The structure of an organization (staffing size, budget, number of volunteers, etc.) impacts the sustainability of the organization.
	“We don't have a big staff here...we rely a lot on volunteers” (Organization Staff) 

“So the work that we do here is excellent, and very large scale. But when you look at the size of the actual employees…the [number of] contractors who work here is very small compared to the size of the work that we do.” (Organization Staff)

“If we had the capacity to hire a staff of people who really work in this work, who work in defense planning, who work in production, who have the skills to really push it forward, then I'm sure that we will be able to reach even more.” (Organization Staff)

	Staff Well-being 

In order to have an organization exist sustainably, staff must be properly supported and feel a sense of health and wellness.

	“I think about the well-being of my staff every single day and my own mental health in relationship to all of those things.” (Organization Leader) 

“Sometimes when we have so many things going on, it can feel like you're just on a treadmill, and you need to get off, get off and walk for a minute. Can I sit down for a second?” (Organization Staff)

“Being able to create the space for mental health and self care is an area that we need to be able to prioritize as well.” (Organization Staff)


	Fiscal Well-being 

If an organization is not adequately funded or monetarily supported, it will not be sustained.
	“In terms of financial security, we're not high on the philanthropic funding list. We don't look like most of the organizations that foundations support. We may be even considered a threat for some foundations.” (Organization Leader)

“I feel like if we have more financial security then we will be able to create boundaries in a way of saying, okay, well, we can't do it then. But we can do it now. Right? Instead of having to say yes all the time, because we got to keep these lights on, we got to keep the doors open. And you know, everybody got bills to pay, right? So just being able to build up a bit of a cushion.” (Organization Staff)


Theme 3: Hierarchy of Needs
This theme addresses the essential needs of an organization, such as safeguarding its work and the well-being of its members. It also considers external factors, like the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, and how an African cultural background influences the organization's priorities and well-being, forming a hierarchy of needs. Participants amplified the importance of having safe and well-supported space to get their work done, and to be able to center the cultural context of the work as being foundational.
[bookmark: _Toc149460778]Table 4
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	Code
	Example

	Protection (of work and self)

Many participants named that it is important to protect the work and to protect themselves in doing the work. This protection was the foundation of many organizations’ hierarchy of needs.
	“We’re safe in that space to be vulnerable with each other and we're not going to abuse that vulnerability…we can be what we need to be, and we'll still be safe. Yeah, which is definitely part of wellness.” (Organization Staff) 

“I'm therefore I'm very protective of every aspect of the organization because of the investment that we've made. And I know and have seen over the years, how people can take information and how it then works against us.” (Organization Leader)

	Impact of COVID 

In order for organizations to actualize their missions, they must have their baseline needs met. During the COVID-19 pandemic, this base-line level of need was even more impactful.
	“We had to close the doors right and nobody was allowed in not even safely and all programming was stopped, we were shifting to virtual.... So, it's recently being able to pivot in those moments where it might seem calm, but that, like you said, it's not natural. And so, where is our role in responding to the needs of the public or the community.” (Organization Staff) 

“We had to postpone our event from January to May because of the high infection rates.” (Organization Leader)

	Impact of African Background

It was important for us to consider how the impact of an African cultural background impacted both the lower and higher tiers of the organizations’ hierarchy of needs.
	“Those who are European who actually look at things that we do is being ‘savage,’ but then not understand the origin of where most everything comes from as African culture.” (Organization Staff) 

“We have the challenge as an African centered cultural arts organization. There are some people because of how we've been indoctrinated in this society, who don't think about it, who follow another model for success that is outside of themselves.” (Organization Leader)


Theme 4: Belonging and Joy
This theme examines how the sense of belonging and joy within an organization is influenced by factors such as race, location, and community integration. It explores the impact of these elements on the organization's cultural dynamics. They spoke to the importance of joy in their work, noting “I need to experience [joy] in order to share it. And to be able to do that I have to do it authentically without feeling like someone is trying to put me down, or that someone is against me.” 
It is this level of joy and connection that organizations named as being top of mind not only to their organization’s ability to execute its mission, but also to staff’s ability to feel whole, healthy, and connected to the work and to one another. 
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	Code
	Example

	Impact of Race

Race is inextricably linked to these organizations as they were formed and are run by, for, and with Black people. Thus, understanding belonging and joy is connected to understanding identity.
	“It's just as important for our children to experience African dance, and music and understand the tradition and history to undergird that as a part of their foundation. Because if we don't know where we've come from, then how are we going to continue to navigate this space, especially as distractions are inundating our children, drawing us further and further from the root?” (Organization Staff)

“I think for, for BIPOC nonprofits, it's harder to form partnerships, because you're always worried about somebody wanting to partner with you for the cachet of having your name next to theirs.” (Organization Staff)

	Impact of Place

The organization's location and the geographical context play a role in fostering a sense of belonging and joy by fostering greater connection, understanding, and underscoring historic importance.
	“So, it's that sort of thing where these personal interactions, these histories, these engagements that we're having, these relationships are having, they all revolve around the place. And I don't know if I could do that in Lynchburg, or Detroit...I'm sure I could, but it wouldn't leave me at home.” (Organization Staff) 

“You know, I feel like I will bleed for this place. I will, you know, there is a deeper connection that is irrational in some senses to this place. I can't make somebody who moves here understand it. Right. And they don't.” (Organization Staff)

“We're centuries out of enslavement, but the energy of segregation is still strong, the energy of us in them is still very strong. It impacts the ability of us to reach our people, because if people don't even know they lost, sometimes they don't even know what it is that they're searching for.” (Organization Staff)


	Community Embeddedness

The degree to which the organization is integrated and connected with the local community influences the sense of belonging and joy among its members
	“More support from the community, to know that you want to continue to come to our programs, you want to continue to come to our cultural center--but please support us, because we can't do the work unless we have yours.” (Organization Staff)

“Ultimately with any nonprofit and especially a charitable organization, it belongs to the community.” (Organization Leader)


	Organizational Offerings 

Organizations uplifted the importance of mission-driven work that is deeply connected to how they experience and foster belonging and joy. 
	“We have to fill it purposefully right and thoughtfully and meaningfully in the highest quality way possible, every time, every time. And so, I can talk about authenticity and quality as well. I think that's a part of organizational well-being.” (Organization Leader)

“That does speak to the demand and the desire for people to know more about their cultural history, their personal history, and to feel good, all of our programs, create uplifting moments, or create a bat. So, you come to some of our events and festivals, we're going to create energy that makes you feel good, and so it powers you through.” (Organization Staff)

(On programmatic offerings) “There's not an air of performance around it. It is for the intentionality of being present in that interaction.” (Organization Staff)




[bookmark: _Toc667383384][bookmark: _Toc149550845]Findings

How Black Arts Organizations in Virginia Define Organizational Well-being

In each of our research activities, staff uplifted the importance of understanding well-being holistically across the organization. They felt that an organization was healthy if it was financially stable, well-resourced, and able to execute its mission. The importance of mission alignment and the ability to bring the organization’s core work to fruition was at the heart of how they defined wellness. This perspective speaks to the important and community-impacting programming that Black arts organizations offer. 

Each of the Black arts organizations that we studied has a plethora of impactful programs. From high-quality artistic performances to informative tours, to historic and cultural preservation - each of the organizations is dedicated to the celebration and continuation of African and/or African American culture and heritage. They serve as convening spaces, instill students with knowledge and exposure to opportunities, and invite the community into dialogue and reparative action. They are embedded in their surrounding areas and are viewed as a main hub of community gathering, a beacon of artistic expression, and an educational pillar. They do not just engage their communities but are deeply embedded within them. The organizations report high attendance, visibility, and positive audience and participant feedback.

While the significance of executing the work was paramount, this mission-centered approach often led to staff members dedicating themselves solely to the work of the organization. Due to small staff and the inability to hire for more positions due to limited funds, they often rely heavily on volunteers and unpaid individuals to execute these programs. The constancy of maintaining a strong volunteer base can be a challenge, particularly when this recruitment and retention work adds to the full plate of the programmatic offerings of the organization. It can also be difficult to retain staff who fully understand and are committed to the work at hand.

Each of the individuals we spoke with shared sentiments that an organization is only as healthy as the people who work in it. Thus, they spoke to the importance of centering staff’s mental, physical, and emotional health. Many individuals spoke to the fact that these Black arts settings allow them to show up wholly as themselves, embracing and accepting all parts of their identity and encouraging them to center their Blackness in their experience. They spoke to a deep sense of belonging and joy that these organizations bring, given they can show up authentically and fully. 

However, many staff members - particularly the executive directors - spoke to the challenge of finding a work/life balance. Often citing long work hours and the inability to “turn work off,” these individuals remain so deeply committed to the work that they often are working around the clock to bring their powerful programs to fruition. 

This significant strain and burden on executive directors, especially founding executive directors, is worth underscoring. The institutional knowledge, relationships, and work that these individuals carry is immense. In some cases, it also goes without being funded adequately - if at all. While other executive directors often have large support staff, executive assistants, and a large team behind them, the executive directors of these community-based Black arts organizations often wear all these hats. 

With regards to organizations’ hierarchy of needs, many of the individuals we spoke to alluded to this tiered approach. Similar to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943), organizations must have a baseline level of health before achieving actualization. Many of the Black arts organizations that we spoke to are achieving incredibly high levels of programming and engagement, while still working to maintain this survival-level existence in funding and support. 

Figure 2

Human and Organization Needs Chart 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc149249227]Figure 2: Human and organization needs chart. This figure shows the parallel needs of humans (left) and organizations (right).
Organizations uplifted that to succeed, it is imperative to maintain a strong fiscal foundation. Fundraising, grant writing, and solicitation are key activities that are needed for organizations to reach a place not just of thriving, but merely surviving. Staff shared that they feel there are also significant disparities between the funding that white organizations receive as compared to Black organizations. Many other predominantly white organizations have larger staffs, sustainable funding, and bigger budgets. 

While there was an influx of funds to Black organizations following the murder of George Floyd and the COVID-19 pandemic, these funds are beginning to be less available, and philanthropists are defaulting to old ways of valuing the work of these organizations. Thus, organizations also spoke to the fleeting presence of community partners and funders as they ebb and flow with the larger cultural landscape. 

When the members of the Black arts organizations were asked about the impact of race on their understanding of organizational well-being, sentiments were strong. Each individual spoke about how race is part of who they are as people, who they are as an organization, and the people they serve. While this was to be expected, there was also a strong sentiment that the history of race and racial tension in each space was underscored by the impact of their locational context. As one participant shared, “We're not the organization that is intended to mimic what we see in the mainstream, right, we are an organization that is that's choosing to be creative, about things that are African and African American and African best work, right? That's not over there in that mainstream.”

Virginia as a state has a complex history with race and place, and each of the three cities selected for this study are microcosm of this broader landscape. Charlottesville, VA is often associated with the legacy of slavery and Thomas Jefferson, the Unite the Right white supremacist rallies of 2017, and the history of massive resistance to the integration of schools in the 1950s and 1960s. Richmond, VA served as the capital of the Confederacy and was a major hub for the slave trade along the East Coast. Virginia Beach and the entire Tidewater region is the place where many Africans first touched soil in the United States and continued to be a transactional port in the slave trade. It is also a site where segregation was prevalent and a site of significant economic disparity.

Each of the organizations spoke to the impact that this history and place had on the necessity of their work, and also on their ability or inability to maintain full organizational health. For many, the geographic context underscored the need for their existence. In each setting, these organizations were existing on an island - there were not many, if any, other Black arts organizations within the immediate radius. 

Current Practices for Assessing Organizational Well-being

As detailed above, the arts organizations themselves define and assess organizational well-being by the following criteria: 

1. Fiscal stability of the organization
· Are there sufficient funds to do the work and build capacity? 
2. Staff mental, physical, and emotional well-being 
· Are staff able to have a strong work/life balance, and show up as their authentic selves? Do they experience a sense of belonging? 
3. Ability to achieve the organization’s mission
· Is the programmatic work of the organization able to be completed? 
4. Community-embeddedness 
· Are the organizations connected to their communities in a meaningful, longstanding way? 
5. Race and place 
· Is the organization able to impact the cultural landscape in their geographic region in a way that centers Black joy and culture? 

One staff member that we interviewed defined organizational well-being as running like a “well-oiled machine” that is centered on the organization’s mission and able to reach a state of flow and actualization. This phrase synthesizes the sentiments of those we interviewed in that others also felt that there are essential elements that must be in place for the organizations to thrive. 

Mechanisms for Remembering, Fortifying, and Advancing Organizational Well-being: 

Currently, the organizations we spoke to use some traditional methods of remembering and advancing organizational well-being. Annual reports, checks for fiscal solvency, and other measures of financial stability were among the top reported mechanisms. Because the organizations also work with the public, reporting on patronage/audience growth and satisfaction was also prominent. 

1. Annual Reports
2. Fiscal Solvency
· Ability to pay staff and contractors
· Ability to pay for space, electricity, and other necessities
· Ability to put on culturally relevant, joyful programming
3. Records of audience/patron participation (quantitative)
· Ticket sales
· Audience counts
4. Records of audience/patron satisfaction (qualitative)
· Digital surveys
· Paper surveys
· Notecards
· Conversations
· Social media following
· Social media feedback

Aspects of mission alignment and joy came to the fore when examining the mechanisms of fortification of organizational well-being. The concept of actualization of the mission, despite obstacles, was mentioned repeatedly as a sign of organizational strength, but not always a sign of organizational wellness. Staff expressed that when this discrepancy was present, the organization and the people who comprise it often suffered. 

We found that each organization had given significant thought to how they can increase their financial stability and organizational capacity, as well as how they can continue to make an impact in their communities, but this is not always being measured as organizational well-being. Organizations expressed they were looking forward to connecting with others and more regularly and wholly reviewing their organizational well-being. They appreciated the ability to do so with a newly formed understanding of all the aspects that entails, especially the aspects that are unique to them, and impacted by race and space.

[bookmark: _Toc149250498][bookmark: _Toc2055569660][bookmark: _Toc149550846]Limitations

We acknowledge that the use of a case study approach across just three Black arts organizations, all located within the state of Virginia, is a significant limitation related to this study. Care should be taken concerning the overgeneralization of any findings herein, as the organizations selected are each unique in nature. 

We further acknowledge that there are limitations related to our data collection methods. Interviews, focus groups, and site visits are all subject to the Hawthorne Effect where participants alter their behavior as they know they are being observed (Adair, 1984). While we do not think that this had a significant impact on our data collection or reporting, we cannot be sure. We chose to use document review to combat this concern, and while we were able to use those publicly available, the ones more internal to the organization were selected by organization leads.

We recommend that deeper research be undertaken to understand how organizational wellness is understood longitudinally. Given the time limitations and scope of our study, we focused on how organizations understand wellness at this particular moment. More research is needed to crystalize the role that wellness plays on an ongoing basis and across a wider array of organizations. 



[bookmark: _Toc149250499][bookmark: _Toc1977422195][bookmark: _Toc149550847]Recommendations
There is a significant need for these organizations to form a network, share resources, and foster a sense of solidarity with one another. This ongoing and sustained relationship will allow them to reach a place of thriving by serving as a support for each other, a sounding board, and a partner in this effort. 

There is also a large need for funders to center these experiences in their consideration of disbursement of funds. We recommend that an increased number of philanthropic and granting organizations offer funds with minimal reporting structures or expectations. Having the ability to receive funds without needing to go through extensive reporting processes and add additional work to the organization’s already stretched bandwidth will be significant. We recommend flexible timelines, decreased expectations about reporting, and lessened burden of what is asked for grantees to share with philanthropic organizations. 

We commend funders such as the Charlottesville Area Community Foundation for beginning this conversation in our state with the recent launch of their Solidarity Fund, an unrestricted fund for Black- and ALAANA-led organizations (Charlottesville Area Community Foundation, “Grant Opportunities”). We also commend funding organizations such as New Partner for their new programs offering unrestricted support of BIPOC innovators through their “Build” program (Announcing Inclusive Impact…, 2020). Other organizations like Salesforce which are offering Catalysts Funds to support BIPOC nonprofit leaders are setting the standard for philanthropic support (“Salesforce Launches Catalyst Fund to Scale Inclusive Philanthropy,” 2022). We support calls for asset-building transformations and greater philanthropic support to Black organizations (Azenabor et al., 2023). This movement shaping work must not happen in isolation but rather should bring various philanthropists together in tandem to shift the paradigm towards true equity and justice. 

Additionally, we recommend that more organizations embed the concept of a “planned pause,” an intentional break in day-to-day activities that is planned and embraced. Many of the individuals we spoke to discussed how the work is never turned off; it is always ongoing, over weekends, late nights, and throughout the year. Even when one individual goes on vacation, the work is still ongoing, and fear of work slipping through the cracks is prevalent. This intentional break must not just serve staff members but must also be for executive leadership and volunteers. By building in this moment of rest into the organization’s calendar, there will not be fear of being unable to step away from the work as all will collectively take a breath. 

In recognizing the important role that wellness plays in organizational thriving, we also advocate for greater recognition of organizational wellness as a valuable part of programming. While it is important for the community-facing program to remain at the heart of the organization, it is also important that staff and organizational wellness be valued at the same level as this external work. It is imperative that organizations, the philanthropic community, and our society at large value wellness at the same level as programmatic outputs and outcomes. 

[bookmark: _Toc149250500][bookmark: _Toc836108059][bookmark: _Toc149550848]Conclusion
The case studies and cross-cutting conclusions drawn focus on arts organizations that were created by, for, and with Black people in the state of Virginia. These organizations have managed to harness aspects of organizational wellness to fortify themselves and remain Black-owned and led. While financial security is, and will continue to be, a part of what organizations see as a marker of organizational wellness, it is not the only marker. Instead care for organizational leaders, staff, and the community writ large are foregrounded. 
This report is meant to inform the eco-systems in which each of these organizations sits, the organizations themselves, as well as the field writ large. Namely, our findings state that the preconditions for organizational wellness are largely impacted by how each organization is supported as the basest level, and that when they have a strong foundation, actualization of their mission without intense personal and organizational sacrifice is possible. We want to emphasize that the need for external support is not something that arose with the COVID-19 pandemic or the Black Lives Matter Movement, rather it is a long-standing need. Black arts organizations, like their predominantly white counterparts, need financial support, and the notion that Black leaders are entrepreneurial in nature, while true, can be detrimental to these organizations and to society more broadly.
The Elegba Folklore Foundation in Richmond, Virginia, the Jefferson School African American Heritage Center in Charlottesville, Virginia, and the Tidewater Area Cultural Alliance are just three of the Black arts organizations in Virginia that are doing the work of connecting Black people to their culture, past and present. There are myriad others and, while each shares some characteristics, they are all distinct in their origins, mission, and more, and should not be seen as a monolith, but as individual pieces of the cultural tapestry of the African diaspora.
This research takes a deep look at how Black arts organizations are defining their own organizational wellness in efforts to assist them with continued fortification, as well as to assist the wider ecosystem in its understanding of how to support them in the ways that they need. The staff of the Black arts organizations profiled here realize that actualization of their missions and the joy is paramount. They also expressed that the need to take care of themselves, one another, and the community writ large as integral to organizational well-being. This work is imperative if we are to help each of these organizations thrive. 
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Tidewater African Cultural Alliance
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Organizational Profile:
· Name: Tidewater African Cultural Alliance (TACA)
· Location: No principal physical location with programming based in Virginia Beach, Virginia, and serving the Tidewater Region
· Founder and Executive Director: Rita Addico Cohen
· Founded: 2017
· Staffing: TACA has eight staff members or volunteers. The Executive Director works as a contractor with a full-time load, and the part part-time staff includes the Events Coordinator, Stage Manager, Social Media Manager, and Teaching Artists, including those focused on Arts and Cultural Education with TACA. 
· Funding: TACA is a small-sized organization with a budget under $200,000

About the Tidewater Cultural Alliance: Founded in 2017, TACA has been operating in Virginia Beach, Virginia. Its founder is a Ghanaian American woman from the capital city of Accra who began dancing for audiences at the age of four. Upon moving to Virginia, she sought to create a space where those born in Africa and those of African descent could come together through dance, movement, and cultural expression. 

TACA programming includes historical research and presentation, dance instruction, celebration of fashion, and more. Programs like their Afro MANIA program are designed to ensure that youth and adults are connecting to different countries on the African continent in meaningful ways. 

Mission and Vision: TACA strives to unite the greater Tidewater community through service and community outreach, as well as cultural arts, educational programming, and events. Through this mission, the vision is to achieve solidarity through the celebration of the African Diaspora worldwide.

Programming: The Tidewater Cultural Alliance has varied programming that meets community needs. It includes:
· Public Programs
· AfroBeats FEST 757: This program brings together hundreds of artists and participants to learn more about and experience AfroBeats FEST 757 through the shared experience of music and movement.
· Afro MANIA: Each year the focus of Afro MANIA is on the exploration of the country and culture of a different African nation. 
· Community Education 
· African Cultural Education (ACE) with TACA
· African Storytime: This program teaches young children about one African country using stories and dance.
· AfrICan Dance: Educates children in the middle grades about one African country through dance.
· African Heat: This program focuses on high school-aged students and beyond, HEAT stands for Healthy, Energetic, Authentic Transformation. 
· Dance Classes: TACA offers weekly dance classes in both Norfolk and Virginia Beach, including ones on Afro Beats & Traditional West African Dance.
· Dear TACA Tuesdays
· TACA has an advice column for answering questions related to mental health and/or the African Diaspora

Definitions of Organizational Well-being

The staff at the Tidewater African Cultural Alliance talked about the organization in a very endearing manner, and even spoke about organizational wellness as something to be nurtured. The statement, “I'm always thinking about it. I want to make sure that the organization is going to survive if something were to happen to me. Therefore, I'm trying to make a plan to make sure it's well staffed, well-funded, all of that” demonstrates the ways in which organizational needs are complex, and succession planning is considered. 

Sentiments also centered on a sense of purpose and belonging. One staff member stated, "For me, the definition of organizational well-being is that everyone who's involved with it, and everyone who's supporting it believes in it, and is therefore enthusiastic about it.” This is not something that is always captured in reports, and does not often show up in quantitative measures, but continues to be a good barometer for measuring TACA’s well-being. Staff also harbored more traditional views of organizational well-being, including fiscal solvency and the ability to put on quality programming, timely reporting to funders, and strong relationships with community partners. 

With regards to understanding the role that race and place play in TACA’s work, staff shared that “wellness in understanding diversity has been a value” of the organization. They also recognize “TACA goes beyond just surface level diversity,” focusing on embracing cultural heritage at all levels of the organization – from programming to staff support to communications and beyond. 

Even though TACA does not have a physical location, staff shared that the leader works to make each space they occupy feel like their own. Staff said that “Even in places like ballet studios with predominantly white students and ballet dancers” TACA staff will make it a point to embrace their African heritage boldly and proudly. The African Cultural Education (ACE) with TACA emphasizes both understanding and learning about African culture, as well as the impact that this learning has on individuals. Pre- and post-surveys for youth participants include questions about a sense of self, love, and belonging, as well as knowledge about different African cultures – all of which are consistently affirmed. 

Staff also highlighted a deep commitment to the community that is paramount. One staffer said, “what we do in the community is bigger than getting my health care covered.” Another aspect of organizational wellness that they shared is the need to have many highly functioning parts and people. In other words, they believe that “organization is similar to the human body. It has the core, a person who starts everything and feeds into everything else. It has ideas that push the whole thing forward.”

What Others are Saying

“I didn’t even know there was a Virginia African Diaspora Heritage Month until I heard about this event. WOW!”
· Audience comment

“Wonderful organization! Can’t wait to possibly collaborate.”
· Facebook review 

“Amazing job connecting the continent to us and the rest of the Diaspora. I never even considered Africans being in Peru!”
· Audience comment

“Top-notch dancing and cultural performances. The panel discussion was engaging, too. I didn’t want it to end. Longer next time!”
· Audience comment

Geographic Context 

TACA is located in Virginia Beach, part of the Hampton Roads Region on the lands of the Chesapeake and Nottoway tribes. In August 1619, the first Africans were brought to the United States in present-day Hampton, Virginia, also part of the Hampton Roads region (“Hampton History Museum,” n.d.). Since that time many Africans and other Black people have moved in and out of the space. With this backdrop, the impact of race and space has been and continues to be prominent. TACA seeks to ensure that when Black people and people interested in Black culture are in space, they can experience the beauty of Africa in a way that binds people together in oneness while celebrating the rich differences amongst the countries and cultures that exist in Africa. 

Virginia Beach has three military installations. This means that over 25,000 Navy personnel and family members live in the area and there are almost 5,000 civilian personnel (“Military One Source,” 2023). Personnel of the Navy, like other branches of the military, are subject to placement orders, making the area far more transient than other parts of the state. Staff shared that this transience sometimes presents a challenge to receiving sustained support. However, it is important to note that TACA stands apart from other organizations in the area, as they are deeply rooted in place. As one staffer uplifted, “This is a transient area, so there are a lot of people who will make something happen in space and then go away....There are a few orgs like TACA who are putting down roots to say that we can do things here.” 

The population of Virginia Beach is ever-changing, but the percentage of Black people living in the area remained steady between 2010 and 2021 (USA Facts, 2022). While other demographic statistics are fluctuating, and the area remains a point that is constantly evolving, TACA is characterized by flexibility in a way that goes above and beyond that of many other Black arts organizations. 

Conclusion

The Tidewater African Cultural Alliance is a stronghold of the Virginia Beach area. By providing robust educational programming and highlighting African cultural experiences, TACA is preserving African heritage. As the organization enters its seventh year, it is looking towards sustainable expansion and furtherance of its mission. It remains focused on supporting organizational well-being in all forms, from staff to participants, to the community more broadly. 
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Organizational Profile: 
· Name: Jefferson School African American Heritage Center commonly referred to by its acronym JSAAHC or simply the Jefferson School
· Location: 233 4th St. NW, Charlottesville, Virginia 
· Founding Executive Director: Dr. Andrea Douglas
· Founded: 2013 
· Staffing: JSAAHC has two full-time staff and two part-time staff. The full-time staff roles are the Executive Director, Curator of Public Programs, Learning + Engagement, and Director of Digital Humanities. 
· Funding: JSAAHC is a medium-sized organization with a budget of over $500,000

About the Jefferson School: The Jefferson School African American Heritage Center (JSAAHC) is located in the heart of Charlottesville, VA. Originally opened in 1865 as a Freedman’s School, the Jefferson School served Charlottesville’s Black population as an educational hub until 1965. While the Jefferson School’s doors may have closed as a Black school in Charlottesville, it has served as a hub for Black culture throughout the years. 

In 2013, JSAAHC opened as an anchor tenant of the larger Jefferson School City Center. Over the past ten years, the organization has worked to bolster Black culture and heritage. Throughout its time as an institution, JSAAHC has grown to become a pillar of Charlottesville and surrounding communities and a powerful cultural space. 

Mission and Vision: The Jefferson School African American Heritage Center’s mission is to honor and preserve the rich heritage and legacy of the African American community of Charlottesville/Albemarle, Virginia, and to promote a greater appreciation for and understanding of, the contributions of African Americans and peoples of the Diaspora.

Programming: Currently, the JSAAHC offers a wide range of programming including: 
· Public Programs 
· The Charlottesville Players Guild: A Black theatre program that offers year-round productions and engagement opportunities.
· Community Celebrations: Liberation and Freedom Day, Kwanzaa, Juneteenth, and recurring and specialty events at the Center.
· Eko Ise: A youth arts education program focused on uplifting Black cultural education.
· Exhibitions 
· Pride Overcomes Prejudice: A permanent exhibit that tells the history of the Jefferson School through the voices of alumni and community members.
· Rotating Exhibitions: JSAAHC offers a variety of rotating exhibitions and galleries to the community. 
· Community Education 
· Trailblazers Program: A program designed to train high schoolers on giving tours of the Center and Charlottesville history.
· Adult Community Guides: A guides training program for adults who lead tours in the community.
· Embracing our Narratives Teacher Education Program: A program to help educators understand Charlottesville history through the lens of African Americans.
· Evelyn Barbour Lecture Series: Lectures that tackle current issues pertaining to African American people. 
· Digital Humanities 
· JSAAHC is also home to the Isabella Gibbons Local History and Digital Humanities Center, which researches the history of Albemarle County and the surrounding region from enslavement through the present.

Definitions of Organizational Well-being: 

First and foremost, staff at JSAAHC uplifted the power of Black arts organizations to impact their communities. Staff members shared that they often ask the question “What do our people need?” and then seek to achieve that goal accordingly. The staff spoke about how the organization seeks to be embedded in their community and to make a broad impact. 

Staff spoke to the very direct importance of Black arts organizations to be rooted in Black culture, history, and heritage. An important aspect of their work is preservation and education, and this comes through both in their programmatic offerings and in their annual reports. They highlighted how important it is for the organization to respond to the needs of the community while keeping itself anchored on this archival and preservation work. “I think that's always going to be a moving target for an organization like ours, that is humanities and humanity focused,” one staff member said.

Interview participants uplifted that the organization is only as well and healthy as the staff who run it. They noted the importance of the mental and physical wellness of staff to be able to execute the work and show up as their whole selves. Unique to other organizations they had worked for, they believe JSAAHC allows them to do just that. One staff member said, “I say all the time that this is the best job that I've ever had, because of my ability to be exactly who I am at any given moment, and then be completely okay.” This ability to show up as one’s authentic self is impactful both in terms of the work they can execute and their ability to experience personal wellness. 

Like other Black arts organizations, JSAAHC staff shared the challenge of finding a work/life balance, as the work can at times be all-consuming. However, they felt this commitment to the work was understood and seen. In particular, the executive director, who has served in the role the entirety of the JSAAHC’s history, spoke to the particular set of knowledge, skills, and experiences that she possesses that are an asset to the work, and that she continues to move forward. “Irrespective of who's going to be here, I will be here knowing that I will be working on something Sunday because it's due on Monday. We're always in that mode,” she shared. This was a theme that other Black arts organizations shared, as well. Executive directors in particular work overtime to ensure that work gets done and gets done well. 

In terms of their hierarchy of needs, the Jefferson School is achieving high-quality and high-level programming with a very small staff. They are able to execute their mission because they believe deeply in the work, and are committed to maintaining high levels of excellence. The fact that their programming continues to grow and expand speaks to the ways in which they foster partnership and community embeddedness, and also speaks to their growing need for fiscal and staff support. 

Towards this end, JSAAHC is working to continue expanding its programmatic footprint and plans to hire additional staff to execute these plans. As this expansion continues, JSAAHC has named that it will remain committed to supporting Black creativity and organizations. “If you really think about all the things that the Heritage Center does, we support artists...we remove the those very roadblocks...so that people can just do the things that they want to do...We're not in this space to do, we're in this space to alleviate all of the places where Black creativity has been suppressed” said one staffer. 

What People Are Saying

“Great opportunity for Charlottesville – Albemarle, at-large-community, to gain access to authentic history and its intrinsic values through modern mediums of infotainment & edutainment simultaneously”
· Facebook Review

“I've visited the Jefferson School African American Heritage Center numerous times during the filming of my documentary. I've had the opportunity to speak there with the Central VA Historical Researcher's group and conducted an interview there for the film, and Andrea Douglas and her staff have been nothing but the best. This a great place to learn about and share history. I look forward to visiting again in the very near future.”
· Facebook Review 

“The Center is a wonderful asset in helping to bring history that has been overlooked and silenced to the wider Cville community. Thank you for your excellent work!”
· Facebook Review

“This is such a great space and true asset to our community.”
· Facebook Review 

Geographic Context

Charlottesville, Virginia is rich with Black culture, experiences, and histories that help to create the fabric of its landscape. However, it is important to note that the city is rooted on Monacan land, and is often referred to as the home of the University of Virginia and one of the United States’ founding fathers, Thomas Jefferson. It is also the backdrop of the white supremacist rallies of August 2017 (Elliot & Elliott, 2022). The impact of the rallies of 2017 and gentrification may be contributing factors leading to the decrease in the Black population. Between 2010 and 2021, the Black (non-Hispanic) population had the largest decrease of any race or ethnic group, dropping 1.9 percentage points to 17.3%. (USA Facts, 2022b).

Additionally, Charlottesville has a history of imbalance in serving Black organizations compared to white organizations. “I am very clear about the history of white institutions in here...they began most of these institutions in the 70s, where money was being thrown at them, they brought money with them. And the end result of all of that is our children have been inculcated into the arts through the lens of whiteness,” one staff member shared. 

There is a significant amount of pride and connection that the community feels to the Jefferson School. Staff shared individuals who entered the JSAAHC to connect with their family history and legacy. Staff even have found distant relatives in the attendees who have walked through the hallowed halls. Given this history and current landscape, there is an incredible role that race and place play in the impact the organization has, and its organizational wellness broadly. 

Conclusion

The Jefferson School African American Heritage Center serves as a pillar of Black cultural expression and preservation in Charlottesville. With over ten consistent programs and countless community events, the organization continues to operate at a high level and maintain a strong presence in the community. As the organization continues expanding its work, it will continue to center the experiences of staff and the health of the organization. It is imperative for the organization to receive increased funding and staff support in order to accomplish its impactful work. 
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Organizational Profile
Name: Elegba Folklore Society Inc. 
Location: 101 East Broad Street Richmond, Virginia
President and Artistic Director: Janine Bell
Founded: 1990
Staffing: Elegba Folklore Society is a nonprofit organization staffed with independent contractors and volunteers. These include a president and artistic director, production coordinator, and special assistant, among other independent contractors and volunteers.
Funding: Elegba Folklore Society is a small-sized organization with a budget under $250,000

About Elegba Folklore Society: Based in Richmond, Virginia, on the land of the Powhatan Chiefdom and Monacan Nation, Elegba Folklore Society focuses on serving as a place-based resource for the African world and cultural arts. Among the Yoruba, Elegba is the Orisa or intercessor who opens the roads, bringing clarity out of confusion. It is their hope that their programs and services are such road-opening experiences.
Mission and Vision: Elegba Folklore Society provides educational opportunities through the arts with particular attention to various strands of African world culture. The programs intend to re-instill an essential cultural foundation in African Americans and to open the hearts of understanding throughout entire communities. 
Programming: Elegba Folklore Society offers a myriad of flagship programming on an annual basis, as well as programming that is responsive to more immediate community needs. These offerings include:
Public Programs 
Guided Heritage Tours: Experiences that take participants on the Trail of Enslaved Africans and other notable sites, providing immersive historical and cultural education. 
Performance and Teaching Programs in: African dance, music and theatre. The company performs domestically and internationally.
Exhibitions 
Exhibitions: Elegba Folklore Society organizes exhibitions of art, artifacts, and material culture.
Elegba Folklore Society’s Cultural Center: Elegba Folklore Society runs a cultural center that offers books, fine art, imports, wearable art, home decor and more for further education and for purchase. Each piece is curated intentionally to celebrate and preserve African culture.
The Society’s Cultural Center invites visitors to the 3rd Saturday Documentaries and other programs in alignment with its mission.
Special Events: Planning and managing family-oriented special events.
Capital City Kwanzaa Festival
Down Home Family Reunion, A Celebration of African American Folklife
Juneteenth, A Freedom Celebration 
Black Book Expo • A Conscious Literary Festival

Definitions of Organizational Well-being 
The staff noted that organizational well-being has many markers, among them is the ability to provide high-quality programming, stability, mission alignment, and joy. It was imperative to the staff that their organizational well-being be connected to achieving their mission. While additional funding and staff support were named as opportunities, they firmly believe that their organization is only healthy if it is executing its mission with excellence. 
Adhering to its goal of providing cultural education through the arts, Elegba Folklore Society thus stresses the need to maintain high-quality programming that patrons need and deserve. “We've been in existence for thirty-three years with a small staff. And so, I think that that does speak to the caliber of work we do. I think that speaks to the demand and the desire for people to know more about their culture” one staff member shared. Additionally, patrons are led beyond a place of cultural interaction to a place where they “feel good, all of our programs create uplifting moments or a vibe.” 
This does not happen accidentally, rather it is how Elegba Folklore Society actualizes its mission. Staff spoke to this notion, stating: “We take pains to create experiences that provide education for recipients, but also joy,” and also that “we are interested in the educational opportunity through the arts to do our part to restore wholeness. And I think that's a function of organizational well-being”.
Connecting to its namesake, Elegba, as the Orisa or intercessor who opens the roads, Elegba Folklore Society centers its work leading their community to greater clarity. Their cultural programming both informs and enlightens, and further roots Black people in understandings of who they are. This connection and clarity-giving is a hallmark of Elegba Folklore Society, and comes through in how staff view their organizational culture. One staffer noted, “African Americans were disconnected from their cultural roots from the very start of their lives in America.  Multi-disciplinary arts engagement is a visceral method for understanding and reconnecting.  When this happens for people, we know that the Society has provided good service and that we have mission-based wellness.” 
Another staple of Elegba Folklore Society is their entrepreneurial spirit. One staffer noted, “We have been very entrepreneurial, and have worked to build income streams in all of our areas of work. Because if we wait for the grants to come, our work will languish.  Plus, creating earned income is sound financial planning.” They recognize the need to have organizational sustainability, and while they note that this stability has not come as easily to them as to their white counterparts, they continue to strive to maintain a firm foundation to allow for the organization to thrive. 
Finally, the Elegba Folklore Society also recognized the significant need for succession planning for their founder and president. “I always think about funding and then therefore, that leads to getting more people in the door who have skills to help produce the work and will allow for proper succession and give our president and founder a retirement plan...How do we continue to keep the work going and keep the programs going?” This succession planning is connected both to community embeddedness and staff wellness. It is important for the organization to keep going to serve the community, and it is also important for the staff to be able to receive rest, care, and support. 
What People are Saying:
“Its programs and the fact that it is a beacon of light and hopes to Africans in Richmond.. we need to be reminded who we are and from whence we came... It is essential to our mental, spiritual, and emotional well-being...”
Facebook Review

“Always a good place for community, and to embrace the beauty of our people.”
Facebook Review

“From its inception, the Organization proved to be a viable asset to the Richmond and surrounding community! Their excellent presentation of the Afrocentric genre is both stimulating and educational! I’ve tried not to miss Anything this Group presents or sponsors. I wholeheartedly support this Organization as it is Absolutely Needed!! Ase ooo...” 
Facebook Review

“I attended the tour of the Richmond Slavery trail! It was spiritual, informative, sad, and joyful all the same time! I highly recommend this for people of all races to learn what slavery was really like. Richmond was a major (if not the major) slave trading location in the United States. Well done! 
Facebook Review

“The Night Walk on the Trail of Enslaved Africans is an experience you won't get anywhere else. Keep up the good work.”
Facebook Review

Geographic Context
The city of Richmond, Virginia has long been a place where people of African descent have had to wrestle to hold on to and sense into their own culture. As the capital of the Confederacy, and a major slave trading post. Richmond, Virginia was the largest source of enslaved Africans on the East Coast of what is now the United States between 1830 and 1860 (Virginia Tourism Corporation, 2023) many Black people still have a fraught relationship with the Richmond community today (Rhoades, 2021).
Richmond has changed a lot since the arrival of Africans, who were enslaved from the 1600s, but some things remain the same. Similar to many other cities in America Richmond is largely segregated. The impact of redlining in the 1930s has a resounding impact on the landscape of Richmonders today (Plumber & Povich, 2020; Rhoades, 2021). Virginia Commonwealth University reports that today there is unequal access to space and resources in Richmond, Virginia. A recent report stated that “through the combined efforts of government officials, real estate agents, private interests, and city boosters, Black residents were restricted to neglected neighborhoods, denied access to homeownership in the growing suburbs, and uprooted again and again in the name of urban renewal and city improvements” (Macias, 2023).
The Elegba Folklore Society and other Black arts spaces in Richmond don’t ignore the past. Rather they harness the power of the past and present hardships and joys so that they are fully understood, and that the beauty that lies within can be celebrated (Amador, 2019). “We're here because we love ourselves. And so everything that I've said about organizational well-being in our organization, is reflective of that foundational thought. And so therefore, we are innately motivated...what we're doing contributes to the wellness of the organization” a staffer shared. 
Conclusion
The Elegba Folklore Society has served as a backbone of Richmond for over thirty-three years. As the organization continues in its legacy-building work, it must also receive funding support and the ability to hire in a way that will allow it to thrive. Their unending commitment to cultural preservation, education, and celebration have impacted countless individuals and their community, and has left a remarkable impact. 
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