119 Gallery:  Working towards a model of self-organization

prepared by Felicia M. Sullivan, PhD Candidate in Public Policy, University of Massachusetts Boston

119 Gallery promotes contemporary and new media art, innovative ideas and cutting-edge techniques with a rich and diverse program of exhibitions, performances and community-based arts services; and welcomes people of all ages, backgrounds and means to explore and experience new, innovative art.  The organization has a number of key programmatic areas that have evolved over the last five years in operation at its space on 119 Chelmsford Street in Lowell, MA.   These areas include:

Exhibitions – 119 Gallery’s exhibitions feature traditional and new media, sculpture, painting, prints, photographs, fiber art and motion-triggered video and sound.  Twelve exhibits a year bring together local and national artists, and contemporary art in all media.  In addition to our annual members and juried shows, exhibits have featured paining, state-of-the-art printmaking, ‘zine art, painting and skateboard art, kinetic and video sculpture, sculpture of paper, plaster, stone, wood and metal; interactive video and music; masks and murals by elementary school students; painting sculputure and printmaking by university students.

Events – The 119 Gallery is a venue for local, regional, national and international musicians and performers.  In 2009, Life is Art Is Life is . . . instillation and performance series featured the work by our first artists-in-residence, Patrick Pierce and Claire Elizabeth Barratt.  Our XFest 2010 music festival brought together 65 local and 15 national and international musicians, visual and movement artists.

Education – 119 Gallery offers a variety of workshops on contemporary media art, creative technologies, performance and culture.  The space has offered classes in website design, podcasting, basic video and video editing, circuit building and cooking.

119 Gallery has developed and evolved its programming through a conscious, yet organic process.   It seeks to continue growing and developing in a similar fashion in an effort to meet the very real resource needs of an organization its size, while maintaining a spirit of community engagement and ownership.  As such, the organization’s founders and committed group of core leaders have sought to create a space that meets the long-term sustainability needs of the organization while respecting the open, innovative and creative principles underlying the mission of the 119 Gallery.

Phases of Organizational Growth & Development:  2005 to 2010

The Greiner's Growth Model (Mind Tools, 2010) provides a useful way to think about the 119 Gallery’s evolutionary process and may help the organization anticipate future crises and needs.  The graph below demonstrates phases of growth that follow relatively stable patterns until a particular organizational “crisis” is reached necessitating change in the way in which and organization operates. 
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Source:  Mind Tools, 2010

With the opening of the 119 Gallery on Chelmsford Street, the organization began to make the transition from a Phase 1 organization to a Phase 2.  Initially, the organization relied heavily on the creative vision of its founders Walter Wright and Maryann Kearns.  They were responsible for building out the space, investing the funds to do so, and directing the majority of its programmatic content. 

From Creativity to Direction - Yet with the opening of the space, the organization established an independent board of directors and from 2005 to 2007, this group operated in a formal organizational model of focusing on mission and formal organizational structures and procedures such as regular meetings, formal budgets and establishing regular ways to market and produce the organization’s programs.  The transition from phase 1 to phase 2, did bring some amount of tension and strain as the founders reoriented their ownership of the organization to include a larger group of individuals in the decision-making and direction of the organization.  One of the founders, Walter Wright moved more into the role of Director of the 119 Gallery at this point.

From Direction to Delegation - From 2008 to 2009, as programming expanded and new energetic talent became engaged in the 119 through a number of volunteer program producers and an assistant curator who were given the space to own and run their own programmatic areas. While the organization continued to have a small, micro-budget of under $30,000, the organization moved into phase 3 of the Greiner model.  It was at this time that the board of directors was immensely opened up and made more accessible to these young leaders.  The organization has worked benefited from founders who have managed to let go of their control as the organization has sought to make the new leaders comfortable in their new responsible roles.   A strong sense of mentoring within the organizations more experienced members has allowed this phase not to end at the crisis point.

From Delegation to Coordination – Currently, the 119 Gallery is at a new crisis point and if the organization hopes to move into a new growth phase, it will require an increased attention to coordination and communication amongst the various program areas.  The organization has begun to move into this phase by implementing systems to avoid confusion (i.e. decentralized calendaring system, work flow instructions, and regular meetings).  However, there is a need to have an individual or individuals dedicated to the coordination and monitoring role who can help the keep the decentralized decision units engaged and on track.

Working towards Self-Organization

While the 119 Gallery has moved through its phase of growth and development, the organization has maintained values linked to personal expression, exploration, engagement, and volunteerism within its walls.  The ability of individuals to enter the organization and realize their own visions and ideals has been critical to growing the spirit of a community-centered arts organization.  While the organization seeks growth, it does not want to do so in a manner that would “professionalize” its operations and thus lose the energy of a diverse set of actors and innovators.

Here keeping in mind some core concepts related to self-organizing systems may help the organization.  This short overview of such concepts is not intended to provide concrete plans or solutions to community-based organizations seeking community engagement towards long-term sustainability.  It is not an in-depth case study of the 119 Gallery or its operations.  However, when thinking about the design of community-based organizations and events some design considerations are suggested.  These considerations can also be used when assessing the effectiveness of certain practices intended to increase community learning and participation.  Therefore, organizations like the 119 Gallery may want to:

· Use organizational spaces and events as plateau or framing opportunities for future learning and connections

· Create and support existing bridge-builders within the organization

· Ensure lines of communication are open both horizontally and vertically

· Clearly articulate goal, problem and boundaries of mission / vision

· Make sure system is able to integrate new information and facilitates feedback

· Leaders should facilitate, support and coordinator other actors in the system rather than seek command and control

Supporting these considerations are a wealth of concepts, theories and existing models that can inform future thinking about self-organizing environments that can enhance community engagement and long-term sustainability of community-based organizations.

Key theories & concepts


 “Self-organization is a process of attraction and repulsion in which the internal organization of a system, normally an open system, increases in complexity without being guided or managed by an outside source. Self-organizing systems typically (but not always) display emergent properties.” - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-organization 

“Emergence is the way complex systems and patterns arise out of a multiplicity of relatively simple interactions. Emergence is central to the theories of integrative levels and of complex systems.” - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emergence 
Adaptive Management works from an assumption that systems increase in uncertainty as the system progresses.  Therefore, “understanding should be continuously updated and adjusted, and each management action viewed as an opportunity to further learn how to adapt to changing circumstances.” (Foelke et al, 2005)

Grid-Group theory was developed within the field of anthropology.  Social forms are explained along a two by two matrix charting group cohesion and group differentiation.  From this four possible group “natures” are detailed.  Another variant of the grid-group theory is useful for this discussion and charts agreement and uncertainty.  This allows for a field that ranges from order to one of chaos.  (Changing Minds, 2010; Olsen and Quade, 2008)
Social Capital are represented by our “social networks and the associated norms of reciprocity”. These connections can “bond” us tightly to others and / or “bridge” to new networks and resources. (Putnam, 2000)
Social Network Analysis is a set of tools and strategies used to structurally deconstruct and model the relationships between actors in a given system.   Allows us to see the flow of the links and the overall pattern of the network itself. (Wasserman and Faust, 1994)
Complex System is “a composite of the number, interconnectedness, heterogeneity, and variability (time and space) of the factors influencing the situation under study.” (Taylor, 2005). 

Features of self-organizing systems

“self-organization . . [is] essentially a process of communication, choice, and mutual adjustment in behavior based on a shared goal among members of a given system” (Comfort, 1994)

	Feature
	Description / Importance / Role

	Plateaus / Frameworks / Boundaries
	Organizing spaces or defined scope that shapes the problem space.   Can be a physical, virtual or conceptual space or goal.  Keeps the actors in a focused area.

	Heterogeneity / Differentiation

	Variance in the systems of actors, ideas, roles.  Too much similarity will not create the tension or conflict necessary to move the system forward.

	Ambiguity

	Some amount of non-definition that leaves room for questions, exploration and introduction of new ideas or pathways that were not planned for or expected.

	Boundary Objects

	A set of tools or concepts that are “plastic” enough to be bent and used by different actors in different ways, but still can act as a “glue” of sorts.

	Connections / Mulit-level / Polycentric
	Importance of many connections between actors both vertical and horizontal as well as multiple actions and centers of activity.  Lends to robustness and resilience.

	Feedback / Learning / Adaptation
	The system should allow for new information and lessons learned to move throughout the system and adapt accordingly.

	Coordination / Influence / Control
	Not a command and control style, but rather will maintain the system by which information gets integrated and moved throughout the system.  May play a categorization or prioritization role or facilitate such processes happening.


Self-organization in action at the 119 Gallery

One can already see these elements in play within the 119 Gallery.  Below are a few examples that illustrate that reality of how a self-organizing nonprofit works:

	Feature
	119 Gallery

	Plateau / Frameworks
	The physical space of the 119 Gallery.  In many ways, the space is the 119 Gallery.  It is the key “plateau” or “blank canvas.”

Regular gatherings – exhibits, events, classes, meetings

	Heterogeneity / Differentiation
	Different programming 

Diverse groups engaged in each program effort

Diverse art forms and media

	Ambiguity
	No defined set of programming, just broad program areas

Organization open to new creative endeavors

Space for new ideas and creativity

	Boundary Objects
	Set of basic values such as respect the space, respect the art, respect others

Creativity and art is the key binding concept

	Connections / Multi-level / Polycentric
	Multiple individuals with their own social networks

Board meetings

Online communications

Gatherings create opportunities for exchange across program areas and social networks 

	Feedback / Learning / Adaptation
	Board meetings become the main conversation space

Systems are seeking to create a better way to provide this

Stance of organization is one of adaptation

	Coordination / Influence / Control
	Board and committees playing this role

Online communication tools and systems

Strong need to formalize this


A commitment to self-organization, it is one way in which the 119 Gallery is seeking to maintain its preference for minimal overhead and paid staffing.  While coordination is a requirement for organizational growth, it is also vital for the maintenance of a self-organizing system.  As such, the organization needs to commit to finding solutions to secure coordination support either through innovative systems and / or resource development to hire a paid staffer who will act as a central coordinating agent. 
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