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The Economic Development Department’s mission is to promote a competitive, sustainable and equitable 
economy for all.



E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 3C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

History of 
Cultural Funding



E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 400/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Cultural Arts Division – Cultural Funding Program Background

• Since 1981 through Hotel Occupancy Tax (HOT) authorized by state law
o Over $125 Million to 870+ artists/arts & culture organizations

• In 2019, 5 staff managed 600 contracts in one year
o Explore the City's Open Data Portal of all HOT Cultural Funding 

Recipients

• 2003: Cultural Funding moved from the Parks and Recreation Department 
to Economic Development Department.

• 2013 – Present: Arts Commission works with staff to update and approve 
program guidelines.

https://data.austintexas.gov/dataset/Cultural-Funding-Awards/x6aj-qng8
https://data.austintexas.gov/dataset/Cultural-Funding-Awards/x6aj-qng8


E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 500/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Total Investment - Concerns of Inequitable Distribution*

*Data shows self-reported leadership/staff demographics FY15-FY 21 only. We recognize this is only one indicator.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The need for a racial equity centered shift in the Cultural Arts Division’s funding programs is clearly illustrated through our own program data. Data gathered from past contracts shows a clear disparity in the distribution of funds between demographic groups. 

Even in FY 21, with the creation of the Equitable Economic Resiliency Framework (where Black cultural contractors received 100% of their previous year's award), Black contractors account for only 9% of total dollars awarded and other contractors of color account for just 28%. White-identifying cultural contractors account for the majority of funds awarded at 63%. It is data like this that reveals how our cultural funding system has been exclusionary over time. Though we lead with race, we understand the importance of intersectionality in how we address other historically marginalized communities, such as the LGBTQIA and Disability communities.




E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 600/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Impetus to Revise Cultural Funding Guidelines
2017

• Arts commission established the Cultural Funding Program Responsiveness Working Group on August 21, 2017.
• The purpose was to make funding more responsive to the community and address specific priorities for all funding 

program guidelines.
• Initiated conversation to address the inequities in funding, idea of a complete overhaul of the cultural funding 

programs.

2018
• Austin’s expanding population + Successful program retention + outreach = increased community participation in 

funding programs.
• Programming funds did not increase in proportion to this participation.
• Broad/deeper funding cuts for the first time (11%).
• Community feedback at Arts Commission meetings regarding the reduction in funding and lack of communication from 

City of Austin staff.

COA Equity Statement
• Strategic Direction 2023: Racial equity is the condition when race no longer predicts a person's quality of life outcomes 

in our community.
• The City of Austin recognizes historical and structural disparities and a need for alleviation of these wrongs by taking a 

disruptive stance to critically transform its institutions and create a culture of equity.



E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 7C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Cultural Funding 
Review Process



E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 800/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Cultural Funding Review - 36 Month Community Process
Goal: The desired goal is to sustain and grow Austin’s cultural infrastructure so that all may share 
in the economic and employment benefits of the heritage preservation and creative sectors, as well as upholding 
the city’s commitment to racial equity per the City of Austin’s equity office standards and goals.

Phase 1
Launch + Listen
•1 town hall
•2 workshops
•39 listening sessions
•540 participants
•1,160 engagement 
hours

Phase 2
Record + Analyze
•Feedback compiled and 
synthesized

•Organized into specific 
themes and directions 
for further discussion

Phase 3
Equity Audit
•Staff assessment of 
programs

•Equity trainings for 
staff and commissions

•Heritage Tourism and 
Music and 
Entertainment added

•Process audit with ODD
•MJR Recommendations

Phase 4
Program 
Development
•1500+ hours of staff 
planning

•2 public presentations
•Feedback: comment 
box, 1:1 meetings, Q+A, 
direct communications, 
Commission meetings

Phase 4.5
Program 
Refinement
•1 presentation
•Regular VOOH and 3 
guided discussions

•Arts Commission chats
•Feedback collection 
including survey

•Feedback will be used 
to refine the program 
before official launch

•Evaluation is ongoing!

2019 2022

Feedback informed every aspect of program development including program priorities, application scoring, rubrics, and process improvements.​

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
MJR Partners helped guide us through a complex process involving much research, analysis, community engagement, and re-evaluation of our own values, practices, and philosophies of cultural funding and the role of public sector support.  We encountered and forged ahead through difficult conversations, resistance to change, and outright opposition from those most afraid of losing power.  At the same time, we made valuable inroads with new community partners, gained a higher level of trust from many in the margins, and committed publicly to system reform long overdue in our equity journey.  
 
Re-invention may seem routine in a department known for innovation or perhaps considered just part of "what we do," but it is truly groundbreaking to embrace equity-led transformation -- and takes courage and fortitude.  It is important to take stock of this work and know that not every city is willing to take on this kind of challenge (much less during a global pandemic while also administering millions in community relief).




E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 900/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Cultural Funding Review Process - Outcomes
Pilot Program Guidelines formed through a robust community engagement in coordination with 
the arts commission and as part of the cultural funding review: arts, heritiage, music (includes 
Interim and Final Reports).

Approved 9-0 by Arts Commission at Special Called meeting on June 29, 2022. Watch the meeting.

https://www.austintexas.gov/department/cultural-funding-review-arts-heritage-music
https://www.austintexas.gov/department/cultural-funding-review-arts-heritage-music
https://www.austintexas.gov/department/cultural-funding-review-arts-heritage-music
https://www.austintexas.gov/department/cultural-funding-review-arts-heritage-music
https://www.austintexas.gov/department/cultural-funding-review-arts-heritage-music
https://www.austintexas.gov/department/cultural-funding-review-arts-heritage-music
https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Cultural%20Funding%20Review%20Interim%20Report%20_%20June%202021-compressed.pdf
https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/EDD/CulturalArts/Cultural_Funding_Review_Final_Report.pdf
https://www.austintexas.gov/cityclerk/boards_commissions/meetings/2022_5_2.htm
https://austintx.new.swagit.com/videos/176494
https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/EDD/CulturalArts/Cultural_Funding_Review_Final_Report.pdf
https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/EDD/CulturalArts/Cultural_Funding_Report_esp.pdf


E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 1000/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Cultural Arts Division – 2023 Cultural Funding Pilot Program Solutions

• Open to Everyone— everyone in the arts/culture ecosystem 
should see themselves somewhere regardless of discipline or 
business structure

• No Matching Funds Required
• Award Not Based on Existing Budget – this practice is 

disproportionately limiting to historically marginalized groups
• Competitive Process – the community expressed a desire not to 

fund 99% of applicants
• Transition Plan – Pandemic Relief funds provided stabilization 

to all cultural contractors (per an Arts Commission 
recommendation).



E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 11C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Pilot Programs



E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 1200/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Cultural Arts Division – 2023 Cultural Funding Pilot Programs

Holistic Funding Ecosystem - $10,435,000

Nexus

Elevate

Thrive

Nurture new and emerging applicants 
by funding creative public projects.

Creative and administrative expenses of cultural producers
that amplify equity and prioritize inclusive programming.

Focused investment to sustain and grow arts organizations that 
are deeply rooted in, and reflective of Austin’s diverse cultures.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Building on three years of community feedback, evaluation of past programming strengths and weaknesses, and peer research conducted during the Cultural Funding Review, staff has put forward a new 3 program structure that will encourage new talent, support established cultural producers, and invest in the development of diverse cultural institutions that are rooted in and representative of the communities they serve. The 3-programs will offer a range of funding opportunities in scale and contract length. 



E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 1300/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Cultural Arts Division – 2023 Cultural Funding Pilot Program Overview

Nexus
Elevate

Thrive
Elevate (Non-501c) Elevate+ (501c only)

Goal Encourage new talent Support established cultural producers Invest in diverse cultural institutions

Contract Term 6 Months 1 year 1 year 2 years

Type of Funding Project Funding Only Flexible: 
Project/Operating

Flexible: 
Project/Operating

Flexible: Project/Operating
(+Optional Networking/ Coaching/ 

Classes)

Who can apply?
Individuals/ Groups*

(*cooperatives, non-profit organizations, 
businesses, partnerships, etc.)

Artists;
Arts/Culture Groups*

w/ budgets <$500k
Arts/Culture 501(c)s 5-year history in Austin

Arts/Culture 501(c)

Selection Process COA Staff + Rubric Panel Panel Panel

Available Funds $500,000 $1,250,000 $5,000,000 $3,935,000 ​per year

Award Amounts $5,000 $10,000 - $25,000 $30,000 - $75,000 $85,000 - $150,000 ​per year

# of Awardees​ 100​
(50 per cycle; 2 cycles/year)​

75 125 36

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In this program ecosystem, the Nexus program will nurture new and emerging applicants by funding creative, public projects. This program will have the easiest application and contracting process, providing an ideal entry-point for applicants who are new to City funding. Nexus will be a flat award of $5,000. We anticipate being able to fund 50 awards per cycle, with two cycles per year. The total bucket for this program will be $500,000. 

Broader sector support will be realized through the Elevate program. Elevate will be open to arts and culture organizations and groups of all sizes. This funding will broadly support cultural producers who put on public programs. Based on community feedback, Elevate will have two categories– one for arts/culture 501c nonprofit organizations only and one for non-501c arts/culture organizations (this may include individual artists, artist coop galleries, improv troupes, and dance companies). Annual contracts will range from $10,000 to $75,000. Total budget in 2023 is $6.25 million. 

Thrive will provide focused investment to sustain and grow arts organizations that are deeply rooted in and reflective of Austin’s diverse cultures. This program seeks to directly correct the historical under-funding, displacement, and cultural erasure of communities within Austin by offering substantial funding for these organizations to self-determine and invest in their own sustainability and growth. Thrive is only open to arts organizations who have at least a 5 year history in Austin AND a 501c at time of application. Thrive awards will range from $80-150k per year for 36 organizations. 



E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 1400/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Cultural Arts Division – 2023 Cultural Funding Pilot Program Status

Nexus
Elevate

Thrive
Elevate (Non-501c) Elevate+ (501c only)

Website www.AustinTexas.gov/Nexus www.AustinTexas.gov/Elevate www.AustinTexas.gov/Thrive

Application Open July 11 – August 15, 2023 May 23 – June 30, 2023 October 12 – December 2, 2022

# of Applicants 295 259 182 154

# of Semi-Finalists -- 125 -- 59

# of Awarded 50 (pending) 75 (pending) 125 (pending) 36

# of Panelist 
reviewing 6 COA staff + rubric Stage 1: 60 Readers

Stage 2: 15 Panelists Stage 2 only: 21 Panelists Stage 1: 3 Readers
Stage 2: 5 Panelists

Status

Evaluation begins now.

Award announcements by 
end of September 2023.

Webinar Panels start 
on August 24, 2023

(3 Panels; 1.5 days each)

Award announcements 
early September 2023. 
(1st Payments in Sept.)

Webinar Panels start on 
August 23, 2023

(3 Panels; 2 days each)

Award announcements
early September 2023.
(1st Payments in Sept.)

Awardee details on Thrive 
website.

Payments distributed
(90% of Year 1 funds; 

Milestones 1,2)

http://www.austintexas.gov/nexus
http://www.austintexas.gov/elevate
https://www.austintexas.gov/thrive


E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 1500/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Cultural Arts Division – Panel Process Overview

• Recruitment for several months (local and national; all artistic disciplines)
• Selection/ Approval by Arts Commission

o Thrive Panel (12 Panelists)
• October 17, 2022 - Arts Commission Meeting (staff presentation | panelists bios | watch)

o Elevate Panel (105 Panelists)
• May 15, 2023 - Arts Commission Meeting (staff presentation | panelist bios | watch)

• Robust Training Modules, developed with Equity Office, included:
o Multi-Module Panel Orientation deck (English or Spanish; interactive, reading, videos)

• Equity and Unconscious bias (including Austin context and Equity in Arts Philanthropy)
• Panel Expectations, Program Guidelines, Rubrics, Cultural Tourism requirements
• Technical Training for using the portal system to score applications

• 2-Hour Facilitated Zoom Meeting
• Paid opportunity (up to $1,500)

o $300 – Training Completed; $300 – Applications Reviewed/Scored; $300/day – Panel Meetings

https://services.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=395084
https://services.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=395048
https://austintx.new.swagit.com/videos/186751
https://services.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=410375
https://services.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=408757
https://austintx.new.swagit.com/videos/230189
https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/EDD/CulturalArts/Elevate_HOT/Orientation%202023_Grant%20Reviewers_ELEVATE_FORWEB.pdf


E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 1600/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Cultural Arts Division – Accessibility Strategy
• Prior to the relief grants EDD issued during the pandemic (2020), no applications and supporting materials were issued in 

a non-English language.
• Since 2020, EDD has developed a Language Access plan to establish priorities for accessibility of resources, with an 

emphasis on the Spanish-speaking community. With every application we have launched since then, we have worked on 
continuous improvement in accessibility for our application, content, and support.

• Note: There is no City-wide comprehensive language plan, support, or established funding for content accessibility.
Here are some tactics we used with the Elevate Application launch to support potential applicants:

We received 4 completed applications in Spanish for the Elevate Grant.​

Application Assistance Outreach and Marketing

Weekly Open-Office Hours 10-Noon (hybrid)
• 12 hours total
• Virtual/In Person Workshops
• 5 hours Virtual Info-Workshops 4 hours In-Person Info-

Workshops
• 30 Hours of Hybrid Drop-In Assistance
• 3-hour session with ASL Interpreters
• 15+ hours of dedicated Spanish support
• 263 people assisted in public meetings

• Press release in English and Spanish
• Social media campaign in English and Spanish
• Flyers at Cultural Centers & Libraries in English and 

Spanish
• Spanish Language ads on KLZT-FM (through June 25)
• Informational Webinar available on demand in 

English, Spanish, and with subtitles



E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 1700/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Cultural Arts Division – 2023 Cultural Funding Programs

• Sourced from State of Texas Hotel Occupancy Tax (HOT) revenue from 
Austin's hotel and convention industries, awarded projects are marketed to 
potential and visiting tourists, conventions delegates, and local audiences 
by the Awardees and the City of Austin.

• Cultural Tourism Marketing classes offered at no cost to Awardees 
through Miles Partnership.

• Visit Austin & Cultural Arts Division Marketing Collaboration:
o All grantees post events to Visit Austin
o Digital and Print ads promoting City-funded activities



E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T 1800/00/00C I T Y  O F  A U S T I N

Next Steps for Improved Application Process Post Pilot-Year

• Newly hired Equity & Inclusion Coordinator supporting Economic 
Development Department's work.

• Hiring a consultant to evaluate our economic development workplan 
and vision to better support our programs.

• Hiring a consultant to evaluate impact/effectiveness of 
Pilot HOT Programs.

• City Council approved an increase to EDD FY24 budget for 
translation/language access support.

• Fall 2023: "Pilot Year Application Process Review" is underway to 
evaluate how we support accessibility needs, wraparound support for 
Spanish-language application processes, user experience, and other 
process improvements.



19
www.austintexas.gov/edd
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