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From the 
President 
and CEO 
of OPERA 
America 
S ince I began with OPERA 

America in 1990, I’ve hoped 
we could enroll 10% of all opera 
trustees as individual members 
to engage them in the broader 
discussion about opera in 
America. I estimated that would 
translate to 500 people.

By our last count, 650 trustees 
are now active members! I’ve 
enjoyed engaging with those of 
you in our Essentials of Opera 
Governance series and through 
the National Trustee Forum. It’s 
been inspiring to watch you step 
forward to help your companies 
through the past year.

This issue of Across the Board 
offers a case study in engaged 
governance: how Cincinnati 
Opera overcame its canceled 
100th season and is returning for 
outdoor performances in 2021.

It’s the type of success story 
we’ll highlight in our upcoming 
Opera Conference, held virtually 
in May. I hope you’ll register  
for the conference so you can 
help your company keep pace as 
we work toward a new normal 
for the industry. 

MARC A. SCORCA continued >

LIZ: We used breakout rooms on 
Zoom to get feedback: What do you 
think? What are the challenges? 
What other thoughts come to 
mind? Each group included an 
opera staff person, and then we 
reported out from our group 
discussions to the full board. 
People were so energized. Lots of 
things were brought up that we 
didn’t think about: Do you ask 
for payment or is this free? What 
would transportation be like? 
Would there be facilities? Our 
board members were tracking 
with us. When one option fell 
through, we would talk about why 
and then move on to the next. We 
really got tremendous investment 
in the journey.

MARC: I imagine you had a  
high level of board attendance via 
Zoom, and the breakout rooms 
probably made it easier to engage 
folks in small group discussion. 
Was Zoom a helpmate in all  
of this?

LIZ: It was a tremendous one! 
We’ve done breakout rooms a 
number of times throughout the 
year. We’ve found a lot of board 
members get to know each other 
better in these small groups. They 
miss coming together at meetings 
where we could catch up and talk 
in person, so this took its place. 
Outside of board meetings, we’ve 
also had groups get to know 
more about each other in small 
virtual discussions with five or 
eight people. That’s how we kept 
connecting with new and current 
board members.

MARC: You mentioned that 
your board was “energized” in 
this active discussion. It makes 
me wonder: Does the regularity 
of programming 

the board. We wanted everyone 
to feel “We’re all involved, we all 
have skin in the game.”

MARC: What made you decide 
to form an ad hoc committee or 
taskforce, rather than give the task 
to the executive committee or to 
the full board from the start?

LIZ: We have a large board and 
wanted to ensure that everyone 
was engaged and heard. We 
considered how to bring together a 
group to start thinking about this: 
What were the skill sets, the ages, 
the diversity of opinions? We really 
wanted to feel that we covered the 
bases and all constituents were 
engaged in the discussion.

MARC: How did you engage 
the full board in evaluating the 
scenarios?

MARC A. SCORCA: Cincinnati 
Opera has followed a set pattern 
of production activity for decades. 
Your board is accustomed to 
making decisions within a narrow 
range of options. But as you began 
to think about how to reopen after 
COVID, you were presented with 
making massive decisions around 
different scenarios. How did you 
lead the board in discussion and 
assessment of all the options 
before you?

LIZ GRUBOW: I think it was key 
to enroll board members in the 
process. As it became obvious our 
2021 season couldn’t proceed as 
intended, that’s when we said, 
“Okay, so what is our plan?” We 
put together an ad hoc committee 
of board members to work with 
the staff to develop scenarios. 
Then we presented these back to 
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Rallying Boards Around Reopening
T   he only thing worse than canceling an entire season is canceling your entire 100th anniversary season. That 

was the fate of Cincinnati Opera last year. But despite a postponed world premiere, the company is back this 
summer to offer a reinvented festival — not in its historical Music Hall, but outside for the Cincinnati community.

Marc A. Scorca, president and CEO of OPERA America, called Cincinnati Opera’s board president,  
Liz Grubow, to talk about how good governance contributed to the company’s resilience.

Cincinnati Opera’s  
Share the Love Truck
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and decision-making at our 
companies lead to board member 
disengagement? Has the crisis 
actually energized us?

LIZ: I think the crisis certainly 
has. There was a determination 
to protect the organization and its 
people. Also, what were we going to 
do to help the artists? We initiated 
a campaign to establish an Artist 
Relief Fund. Through a matching 
gift from The Harry T. Wilks 
Family Foundation, Nanci Wilks 
Lanni and Nick Lanni, and Barbara 
Wilks, along with the generosity 
of our subscribers and donors, 
the company raised substantial 
funding to provide important relief 
to more than 300 artists whose 
livelihoods were affected by the 
season cancellation. It was a way 
to focus us immediately on doing 
something good.

MARC: I haven’t heard that before, 
that at that moment of cancellation 
and associated disappointment, 
there was a chance to rally around 
something positive.

LIZ: Another important inflection 
point for us was around the killing 
of George Floyd. That was just so 
horrific, and we had to reflect as a 

my work as a creative director at 
a marketing consultancy, we’re 
always faced with uncertainty. 
Whenever you create, you have a 
vision, but then it doesn’t always 
work out that way. That behind-
the-scenes reality has become even 
more apparent to our opera board.

MARC: I think a lot of boards 
expect things to play out according 
to plan, according to budget. One 
of the discoveries through COVID 
is a new level of comfort with 
experimentation: “We don’t know 
if this is going to work. Let’s try.” 
And it seems to me that an attitude 
of experimentation, rather than 
certainty, is more compatible with 
the artistic process.

LIZ: Yes! I think it’s also interesting 
that there was a cadence to how 
things evolved. We experimented 
a little bit, and then we gained 
momentum as we figured things 
out. It wasn’t all at once.

Our general director, Chris 
Milligan, established a program 
led by the entire staff called 
Remote Engagement and Service 
Initiatives (RESI). The challenge: 
Let’s come up with new ideas, 
let’s do things differently. It was a 
bonding experience for the staff, 
it was cross-functional, and it led 
to creating programs such as the 
Share the Love Truck performance 
tour, Virtual Opera Chats 
involving artists and their ideas for 
programs, and other activities and 
events in the community.

So, the staff was creating, and 
the board was supporting; we were 
all working together. And the fact 
that it was our 100th anniversary, 
too, compelled us to make it as 
special as possible. All along, my 
charge to the staff and to everybody 
was, “Let’s not talk about what we 
can’t do. Let’s talk about what we 
can do.” That has been the theme 
through this challenging year.

company and a board: the public 
Black Lives Matter statement; 
amazingly frank dialogues; a 
series of conversations hosted 
by our young professionals 
group, the Center Stage Board 
Associates; trainings with board 
and staff; reading books together. 
It was really important, and it 
was something to focus on in a 
positive way. What can we do as 
a company? What can we do as 
individuals?

MARC: Under Cincinnati Opera’s 
leadership, there was always a level 
of certainty. If staff said you could 
reach a goal, you knew they could 
deliver. But right now, you’ve been 
living in complete uncertainty. 
How did you help board members 
get comfortable with that?

LIZ: I think there are a couple of 
things. One is I think we have an 
amazing board culture. When 
you go on different boards, you 
have different experiences. Some 
are very formal, some are very 
loose. I think our opera board is 
collaborative, leans into things, 
enjoys the work, and enjoys each 
other’s company.

The other thing is uncertainty 
is part of the creative process. In 

MARC: Of course, you’ve 
announced your 2021 season. It’s 
outside in Summit Park.

LIZ: Yes, we’re really excited. It’s 
going to be a whole different 
experience, and I’m really looking 
at this as our chance to reach  
out to people who may not have 
thought about the opera. This 
could welcome our next generation 
of opera lovers.

MARC: Another example of a 
hidden opportunity within  
the crisis.

LIZ: Absolutely, everybody is just 
thrilled. I think part of what was 
so difficult last year for the staff 
(and board) was that the summer 
festival, this intense four-month 
period where there aren’t enough 
hours in the day, was gone. 
Everybody is longing to get back to 
that work.

MARC: Can we expect summer 
’22 to be back in Music Hall? Are 
there elements of the work of 
the last year — Zoom meetings, 
breakout rooms, the spirit of 
experimentation — that you will 
continue in some fashion, even  
as things might become a little 
more normal?

LIZ: Well, we have to think in 
a hybrid model. I think that’s 
going to be very important. 
We’ve all found the technology 
to be a benefit, in how our board 
functions and in reaching more 
people with the work of the 
company. I expect we’ll have 
hybrid meetings, where those who 
want to come in person do, and 
we’ll have Zoom for others. We 
will continue to develop virtual 
and digital programs, and then I 
see us continuing to partner with 
other organizations in the city — 
the Playhouse or the Symphony — 
to collectively share the expertise 
and the equipment for producing 
and streaming live events.

MARC: That’s a very good thought. 
If communities develop some 
kind of technical team that can be 
deployed across arts organizations, 
it benefits everybody. No one 
organization is going to do so much 
that they need to have that team 
full time. And the hybrid meeting 
is something we’re going to have 
to practice. Can we run an effective 
meeting where some people are on 
Zoom and some people are in the 
room? Once again, it’s that culture 
of experimentation that we’ll have 
to lean into. ■

 “Uncertainty  
is part of the  

creative process.”  
— LIZ GRUBOW

OPERA America’s annual conference will bring administrators, 
artists, and trustees together virtually to address key 

opportunities for us as we rebuild the industry.

WEEK 1: Artists at the Center May 10 and 12, 2:00 p.m. ET

WEEK 2: The Politics of Art May 17 and 19, 2:00 p.m. ET

WEEK 3: Achieving a New Normal May 24, 26, and 27, 2:00 p.m. ET

For full details and to register, visit  
operaamerica.org/Conference

$48 OA Members  
$99 Non-Members

OPERA CONFERENCE
ONLINE2021  
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OPERA America’s quarterly magazine addresses the issues most 
important to industry professionals, from marketing strategies and 

governance practices to exciting new repertoire. 

Have Term Limits:      65%

Average Term:  3 years

Have Conflict of Interest Policy:      84%

Have Gift Acceptance Policy:      44%

Provide Onboarding to New Board Members:      95%

Provide Training or Coaching to Board Members:      59%
(including EDI, Anti-Harassment, Fundraising, etc.)

Percentage of Contributed Revenue from Board Giving:      24%

Average Board Gifts:                                           From $99K (Budget 1)             
                                                                                      to $3K (Budget 5)

T  he newly released Opera 
Company Governance 

Report, drawn from data 
from 135 American and 
Canadian opera companies, 
provides context for company 
staff and board members to 
compare their practices to 
those adopted across North 
America. The report covers 
board size, structure, meetings, 
terms, policies, giving, and 
participation — highlights of 
which are excerpted here.

The benchmarks provided 
are not intended as prescriptive 
ideals. No company should aim 
to hit each average. Rather, 
the information in the report 
should serve as a reference 
to make decisions that are 
appropriate for each company 
and its community. ■ 

The full report is available to OPERA America individual trustee 
members at operaamerica.org/Trustees.

2021 Governance Report

Board Giving: Minimums or Not?

Trustee Resource Page
For a listing of the  

resources available to you 
as a company trustee, visit 

operaamerica.org/Trustees  
or download the 2021  

Trustee Quick Guide at  
operaamerica.org/

TrusteeQuickGuide.

Company Workshops
OPERA America’s Marc A. Scorca 

is available to lead virtual  
board and staff workshops on 

topics including governance, civic 
engagement, and financial health. 
Consult your general director or 
call 212.796.8623 for details.  

 

OA Trustee 
Resources  

Opera Collaborations and Consortia

Helping Our Communities Heal

Following Through on Equity

Alternative Careers for Artists

“My First Opera” with Rhiannon Giddens

IN THE SPRING 2021 EDITION: 

EXCERPTED FROM THE ESSENTIALS OF OPERA GOVERNANCE WITH MARC A. SCORCA

You can subscribe 
to Opera America 
Magazine by 
joining OPERA  
America as a  
trustee member 
for $75 at 
operaamerica.
org/Join.

can. That means their gift won’t 
increase from year to year, even 
as your company’s expenses may. 
You may, in turn, feel tempted to 
increase the minimum to keep 
pace with the budget. But every 
time the threshold goes up, it will 
likely become harder for younger 
people (who are saving for a 
house or paying student loans) 
to serve on the board — or for a 
school principal or community 
leader, whose expertise you need. 
The higher the requirement, the 

harder it becomes to achieve all 
dimensions of diversity.

So what’s the alternative? 
Ideally, your board leaders speak 
to every board member, every 
year, about their gift. You talk 
about the company’s priorities  
and projects, and you ask for  
an increase to match them.  
You may offer the range of giving 
levels on the board, but you ask 
each board member to make 
the most meaningful gift within 
their capacity. ■

T here are advantages to 
having a minimum required 

contribution for your board 
members. It streamlines your 
communications so everyone 
knows the expectation, and it 
provides you with some level of 
predictable income, which helps 
with future budgeting. But there 
are some disadvantages as well.

Frequently, your required 
minimum becomes a ceiling, 
and board members don’t 
give beyond it, even if they 



OPERA America is the national advocate for opera, dedicated to  
supporting the creation, presentation, and enjoyment of the art 
form for artists, administrators, trustees, and audiences since 1970.

NATIONAL OPERA CENTER 
330 SEVENTH AVENUE  
NEW YORK, NY 10001
 

Future Trustee MeetingsSpring/Summer 2021 Issue

•  Letter from the President/CEO

•  Rallying Boards Around Reopening

•  Newly Released: Governance Report

•  Rethinking Board Giving

•  Opera Conference 2021— Online

YOU ARE RECEIVING THIS PUBLICATION BECAUSE YOU ARE A TRUSTEE AT A 
PROFESSIONAL COMPANY MEMBER OF OPERA AMERICA. TO CHANGE YOUR ADDRESS 
OR RECEIVE THIS AT HOME, CONTACT MEMBERSHIP@OPERAAMERICA.ORG.

Left: Ana María Martínez in Lyric Opera of Chicago’s “Pasión Latina” (photo: Kyle Flubacker)

Right: Jamie Barton in Houston Grand Opera’s Bon Appétit! (photo: Ryan McKinny)
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