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ARIA EVANS:​ Welcome to Thrust, the dance: made in canada podcast. This  
season we are investigating the call and response that dance has 
within our society. We will talk about emergent and urgent themes 
guiding innovation in our field. These episodes will look at new 
technologies, academia, cognitive research, and intimacy within 
dance. Let's tune in to what's happening now.  Today I'm speaking 
with Anne Dunning, a principal associate of consulting firm ARTS 
Action Research. After serving 10 years as administrator for Danny 
Grossman Dance, she went on to develop considerable experience 
as a strategic planner, evaluator, consultant, and facilitator. She 
was founding chair of the Canadian Dance Assembly and chair of 
Dance USA, and regularly speaks on topics from non-profit 
structures and boards, to the current arts ecosystem, to navigating 
change. She most recently facilitated Choreographing Resilience, a 
program for 18 Toronto-based choreographers run by The 
Choreographers Network Toronto.  Hi, Anne.  

 
ANNE DUNNING:​ Hi, Aria. [Laughs].  
 
ARIA EVANS:​ So happy to have you here! So, in taking in this incredible bio, so  

many of your roles have shown you the bigger picture of what's 
happening within the dance industry in North America. And from 
your perspective, what are some of the major topics that you see 
surfacing?  

 
ANNE DUNNING:​ Thanks. That's a big question.  
 
ARIA EVANS:​ I know. Start off big. Go broad. [Laughs]. 
 
ANNE DUNNING:​ [Laughs]. No problem. I certainly have been involved in dance for  

most of my professional career. I started out early on with Toronto 
Dance Theatre, actually, and then was working with Danny 
Grossman before I left Canada for the US, and have been in a 
consulting practice. And so over that period of time of about 30 
years, things have really changed a lot for dance, and I see this in 
all of the dance communities that I work in, and I think that Toronto 
is a typical example of this. One of the really big changes that I see 
in how dance functions and operates within the nonprofit dance 
world is that we've really shifted over that period of time from an 
environment that was structured around a company model, where 
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there were a set of contemporary dance companies, some different 
cultural dance forms that had companies or communities 
established, and we've really moved away from that into a much 
more independent, artist-driven community in most places. And so 
now artists are often putting together the resources they need to do 
their work without the same kind of infrastructure. There's a lot of 
reasons for this. Funding is certainly one of them. Making space for 
new voices in our community is one of them. But I think there have 
been both positive results of that shift, in that I think we're seeing a 
greater variety of work now. We're seeing more artists throughout a 
full arc of their career. It used to be very difficult for emerging, 
starting out artists to get a platform, and there are now new 
opportunities for that. But we're also seeing that most of these 
artists are functioning in an environment that doesn't have the same 
sort of infrastructure supports. So things that the companies used 
to maintain, like spaces and regular dance classes and dance 
marketers and publicists, a lot of those things have diminished over 
time because there aren't companies that are paying for them and 
sustaining them, and that's a net loss for our community as a 
whole. It's interesting to think about the effects of that across so 
many different platforms.  

 
ARIA EVANS:​ I even think about the difference of dancers that regularly dance  

together versus independent dancers that come in and are working 
on a project-by-project basis. I know that you do a lot of internal 
work, and I'm curious, you've worked for ARTS Action Research 
since 2004, which is incredible. What kind of research and 
facilitation do you do in that role?  

 
ANNE DUNNING:​ Sure. So let me just talk for a minute about ARTS Action Research,  

which is a sort of unique consulting firm. It was founded by Nello 
McDaniel. And for a long time his consulting partner George 
Thorne, and Nello worked across the performing arts industry and 
really looked at new models of working and artist-centric models of 
learning and developing the sector. And so I was really attracted to 
this work because I came through a very artist-centered 
organization with Danny Grossman's dance company. I really 
understood how important it was that the artists shape and drive 
the companies and the sector. The kind of work that I'm able to do 
with this organization is both very much on an individual level, 
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consulting and supporting with individual artists and companies, 
helping them to manage big transitions in their work and in their 
practice, helping them to understand shifting realities around them, 
giving them opportunities to look bigger picture, sharing learning 
from different organizations. One of the things that ARTS Action 
Research has to do with, is really bringing the learning from the 
field out into more places so that one artist working in Toronto might 
be able to connect with an idea or an approach that we're seeing 
artists adopting in Chicago, or in Chattanooga, or in Vancouver, and 
so really being a bridge as part of that practice. And then the other 
big part of the work is facilitation and the community conversations. 
And Choreographing Resilience, which you mentioned in the intro 
is one of my recent projects, is what we call a cohort project. And 
this is something that we've done throughout the history of ARTS 
Action Research, is to think about how do you bring groups of 
people together so that they can learn individually, and we can 
support that individual learning, but that we can also facilitate a 
dialogue and learning across the group. And that's a lot of the work 
that I'm most excited about, is how we build these learning 
communities and perpetuate this collaborative work that is natural 
to artists and arts communities, but often gets isolated because 
people don't have the time together. And so finding those platforms 
where we can bring people together is one of the great pieces of 
the work I get to do. 

 
ARIA EVANS:​ It's also beautiful to hear that work is happening in the structural  

side of things. Because I feel that even on the creative side of 
things, I'm always curious about how do my peers, how do my 
mentors, how do the artists that I'm nurturing, make their work? 
What tools are they using? And to have both of those things being 
bridged across, what makes the infrastructure of dance happen, 
and how the dance is being made, is such a beautiful thing to be a 
part of.  

 
ANNE DUNNING:​ And that's where we learned it from, right? We learned from artists,  

how they did it in the studio, and we're trying to uplift those 
practices that artists use already innately like that.  

 
ARIA EVANS:​ I experience how under-resourced artists are, as we often are  
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stretched thin, we're navigating high stress. The word crisis is a 
hard word to articulate, but we are, I think, in a state of crisis, 
especially when it comes to funding. And from your perspective, 
what are some of the ways that you support artists to navigate 
change, crisis, and resource development?  

 
ANNE DUNNING:​ Yeah, we are definitely in that moment right now, and I would say  

crisis is not too strong a word for the reality that many of the artists 
that I'm working with are facing. That sort of lack of resources, not 
just money, but space to do the work, access to the mechanisms of 
connecting with others, things like platforms for communication, 
those kinds of things have become extremely challenging for 
individual artists and even for companies to navigate in this time. 
So when I'm working with individual artists, there are a couple of 
things that I'm really working on in terms of how do you navigate a 
space that is a space of scarcity in terms of these resources. One 
of the first things that I often talk with folks about is the power of 
connecting to others and to working together. And again, I like this 
because I feel it's very innate to how artists instinctually want to 
work, and so supporting them to do that kind of outreach and 
connection, because I think we can do more together than we can 
do separately. And unfortunately, the systems have put us into 
places where we're often expected to work individually, but if we 
could come together with our collective power, we could actually do 
more with the resources we have. So I'm a huge fan of 
collaboration, of community initiatives, of finding ways to work 
together both within the sector and with other sectors. I see artists 
that I work with working with environmental sector folks, with 
healthcare sector folks. I think those are all really valuable 
collaborations, and they bring both an opportunity to maximize our 
resources and to identify new resources that may not be present in 
our own circumstances. I think the other thing that they do is they 
identify some resources that aren't on our radar right now. We tend 
to look at a very specific space when we're thinking about where's 
the money for the arts? Where's the spaces we can use? And I 
think sometimes if we open the lens a little bit, we can see spaces 
and opportunities that are just on the periphery of what we think 
about right now.  

 
ARIA EVANS:​ I'm thinking about how scarcity can breed competition between  
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artists, and I love that you're talking about coming together and 
sharing. You work with the artist's designs and processes, as 
opposed to engineering them, and I'm wondering if you have an 
example of how an artist's creative practice has informed your work 
around planning resource development? And for those of you who 
are unfamiliar with ARTS Action Research, those are the pillars of 
how they approach their work.  

 
ANNE DUNNING:​ Yeah. I think this is so fundamental for us and really goes to our  

fundamental belief that artists and the artistic process are 
undervalued in our society. That the way that artists think about and 
do their work is really an exceptional process for generating new 
things and new ideas and new connection points. And what often 
happens with consultants and with the kind of administrative 
business side of the arts, is that people come in with different ideas 
from the corporate sector, from the government sector, and impose 
those on arts organizations. And we strongly believe that arts 
organizations don't need those other approaches because they 
already have this amazing focus of how they do their work and how 
they can bring together resources in amazing, efficient, and 
effective ways. And so what we're trying to do is to learn from them 
what are they doing in the studio, in the practice that's working well, 
and how can they use that for all the other aspects of their work? 
So I think a great example of this is a project I'm doing right now. 
It's with a theater company, but again, very similar performing arts, 
practice-based work. And they are going through a moment where 
they really need to transition the way they operate. Their funding 
has shifted. They have to rethink the funding model, the staffing 
model, the producing model that they've been using. The company 
is over 30 years old. They've been doing this for a long time, but 
they know they need to change. And so we're in a planning process 
right now to consider what's possible for them or what's necessary 
for them in this change process. And they happen to be a company 
that does work that's really about contemporary society and is 
based on an interrogation methodology. An interview methodology 
where they go and they identify folks who are impacted by the issue 
or involved in some way in that issue, and they have conversations 
with them. They do interviews with them, and through gathering 
that information they then shape a production using that 
information. And so we've tried to build a planning process that's 
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based on that same principle of who could we talk to about different 
ways that we might work? Who do we see out there in our world 
that has ideas and approaches both within our sector but also in 
other sectors where we see, for example, they were really 
interested in some of the approaches that NPR is taking. And so 
we're interviewing some folks who are in public radio on how they 
work. And so it's been a really great process because it both 
connects with how they work, but it also opens up the planning 
process from being a rote set of activities into something that's 
entirely new and different and focused on what they need in this 
moment.  

 
[Musical interlude] 
 
ARIA EVANS:​ The Toronto International Tap Dance Festival returns August 21st to  

23rd with internationally acclaimed artists from across North 
America, including Bril Barrett, Heather Cornell, Subject:Matter, 
Boys’ Club Tap Dance Collective, and pays tribute to Canadian tap 
legend Joey Hollingsworth. Produced by Toffan Rhythm Projects, 
the festival is uniquely committed to commissioning and presenting 
full-length professional tap dance works that become tourable 
repertory. Visit toffanrhythmprojects.com and follow 
@toffanrhythmprojects and @totapfest. 

 
You've talked a little bit about this in terms of collaboration, and I 
was really interested when you pointed out the generosity that 
dancers or artists innately have to share, but sometimes a board of 
directors comes from a different industry and sees things a little bit 
differently. You have 30 years working with dancers and artists 
across your professional life. What do you think society can take 
away or learn from artists when it comes to navigating these global 
moments of change?  

 
ANNE DUNNING:​ There is so much that I could say on this. We could spend our  

whole time on this.  
 
ARIA EVANS:​ [Laughs].  
 
ANNE DUNNING:​ What artists have to offer is something that I feel so passionate  
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about. But in this particular moment, there may be a couple of 
things that I can lift up from that collection of things that I feel 
deeply about what artists offer in the moment. I think the first thing 
that right now I feel is so important for our society, for our 
relationships nationally and internationally, is the ability to really 
dive into narrative and storytelling. I think that we have become 
disconnected with each other in ways because we have lost this 
ability to tell story and to connect to story in deep ways that allow 
us to understand different perspectives. And artists in all disciplines 
use storytelling very effectively as a way for people to connect to an 
issue, an idea, a person, a situation, without triggering certain 
immediate reactions. I think story lets us get into things in ways that 
are more open and accepting. I think the other thing that I would 
point to right now is also a part of the artistic process that I think is 
so important and that we're losing in other parts of our world and 
society, and that is the iterative process of development. The 
process of trying something, identifying what works, identifying 
what doesn't work, making changes, trying again, and adaptive 
change over time. I think in so many places in our society, we've 
got this zero sum thing going on where it's like it's either right or it's 
wrong. It's immediate response to everything and pushback on 
everything. And I think that iterative way of developing ideas and 
work is something that artists do really well and that many other 
people in society could really adopt and learn from if we started to 
look to artists as the kind of leaders in our society that we need 
right now. ​
 

ARIA EVANS:​ It also makes me think of our tolerance around failing and trying  
again. And I teach and, you know, you have to try and fail to know 
the direction that something else is gonna take you too. And yeah, 
it's true, there aren't a lot of industries that are really engaging with 
that at a fundamental level.  

 
ANNE DUNNING:​ I think of it from a mental health perspective too. You know, it's like  

right now anxiety is a very prevalent issue for many folks, and part 
of that is this perfectionism, right? It's this sense that you cannot 
fail. And I think we need to be able to fail because we're human and 
that's how we learn. And so that is something about the artistic 
process that's so special and important, is that there's space for 
failure within it.  
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ARIA EVANS:​ We seem to be more and more isolated, and we see how  

technology is working to polarize and create divides among an 
industry that's already siloed. I'm curious, what do you think 
collective action can bring to the industry?  

 
ANNE DUNNING:​ From what I've said so far, it's probably obvious that I think there is  

a lot of power in bringing people together and acting together. I 
think that is something that we need to continue to do more of. I 
think that coming through the pandemic, one of the things that I 
saw so clearly with performing arts entities that survived and thrived 
through that, is it was really because of a community that 
galvanized around them and uplifted them and their work and the 
importance of that in that moment when we couldn't be together in 
real spaces. I think there's a lot of power in being together as a 
group of people and really championing something together. 
Recently, you probably will have heard that the New York Knicks 
won and they really galvanized the whole city of New York in a way 
that sports is notoriously good at. That sense of championing, 
"We're in this together." Even though it's only a certain number of 
people who are out on that court winning, we all feel like we win in 
some ways. And so I think we need that same sense when we 
produce a new piece that uplifts our community. We all feel like we 
win. We all feel like we're part of that. I think that is such an 
important piece of what we do in the live performing arts, and I think 
that, you know, we really need that community action and that 
community connection.  

 
ARIA EVANS:​ It's so interesting to think about your experience of knowing the  

Canadian structures of funding and the American structures of 
funding. How are they different?  

 
ANNE DUNNING:​ They are quite different, interestingly. I think I still am a big  

proponent of the Canadian system of arts funding. I strongly believe 
that a government support of the arts and culture sector in a 
country is an important piece of uplifting the value of artists and 
their work for country, for a community, for people. I think that is 
such an important marker for us to have a sense of that 
commitment. And it protects a wide variety of voices because it is a 
public good to make space for artists and ensure that there is a real 

*This transcript has been edited for clarity. 
 



Thrust season 6 - Episode 3 
 

commitment to a freedom of expression, that it's not just the people 
who say the things that the people with wealth in our country wanna 
hear that get heard, but it's people that represent all of our 
communities that get heard. And you can only do that with an 
arm's-length government funding system like Canada has.  

 
ARIA EVANS:​ So interesting to think about the subtle differences and how to  

galvanize all of that to thrive really. Thanks for tuning in to Thrust, 
the dance: made in canada podcast. Thrust is presented by dance: 
made in canada/ fait au canada festival, a biennial dance festival 
featuring dance artists from across Turtle Island with unique artistic 
visions from diverse backgrounds. We acknowledge that this land, 
colonially known as Canada, has been the site of dance for many 
millennia. We are grateful for the ability to dance and celebrate on 
Turtle Island. Thrust is produced by Mayumi Lashbrook with Taylor 
Zaluck Young, audio engineer and composer Jamar Powell, video 
editor Drew Berry, sound engineer Chris Dupuis at 1990 Studios, 
and cover photography by Marlowe Porter. And I'm your host, Aria 
Evans. Thank you to our funders, Canadian Heritage, the Canada 
Council for the Arts, Ontario Arts Council, and Toronto Arts Council. 
And a shout-out to our sponsor, Delta Bingo, and our individual 
donors. We couldn't do this without their constant support. Find us 
wherever you get your podcasts, and don't forget to rate and review 
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