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Executive Summary 
 
Mass Humanities (MH) is an exemplar. It has achieved strong and deep support from the 
humanities community in Massachusetts because of the quality and breadth of its programming. 
MH’s ability to tie the humanities to place and to public policy is widely celebrated. 
 
MH has balanced its re-grant program with Council-initiated programs, insuring innovation from 
the grassroots and providing stimulation for new ideas. Its pursuit of linkages between 
humanities resources and public issues has won it the support of leaders from the legislature to 
the academic community. 
 
Serious attention has been paid to underserved populations ranging from low-income families to 
veterans. One example is The Clemente project, a credit-bearing course with Bard College. 
Continuing analysis of data is providing an emerging picture of the impact of programs and 
projects. In fact, MH has much to teach other state humanities councils in this regard. 
 
MH has launched several communications vehicles to maintain humanities networks and to make 
the public aware of the value of humanities materials. It is seen as a strong advocate for the 
humanities and in our view should be encouraged to become even more visible in this regard. 
 
MH has successfully linked its initiatives with state legislative priorities and receives an annual 
allocation of state funds through the Massachusetts Cultural Council.  That relationship is key 
and a positive one, with mutual cooperation and appreciation. The council is beginning a serious 
effort to attract support from private donors. The staff is universally praised for professionalism 
and commitment. The Board is now addressing the challenge of succession. Board members 
treasure their service and testify that it has positively influenced their view of Massachusetts and 
its heritage. 
 
In sum, Mass Humanities is a vital organization considered a treasure by the community it 
serves. 
 
Introductory Statement 
 
A site visit of Mass Humanities was conducted June 23 and 24, 2010 in Northampton and 
Boston, Massachusetts.  David Tebaldi, Executive Director of Mass Humanities, prepared a full 
and informative series of interview meetings for a team that included Kathleen Mitchell, Senior 
Program Officer, NEH; Ann Lisi, President, Greater Worcester Community Foundation; and 
Robert Benedetti, Executive Director, Jacoby Center for Public Service and Civic Leadership, 
University of the Pacific.  During the visit, the team met for frank discussions with the Executive 
Director, and with eight of nine staff members, with members and past members of the Board of 
Directors, including its current Executive Committee, with a group of state legislators who have 
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shown leadership in their support of the humanities, with the leadership of the Massachusetts 
Cultural Council though which MH receives state funding, and with two dozen project directors, 
grant recipients and partners.   
 
Context 
 
Mass Humanities is best known and widely regarded for its re-granting program, and there is 
widespread support for this emphasis. Grants are seen as a component of the advocacy mission 
and means to support grassroots action. The dissemination of guidelines and standards raises 
awareness and offers community organizations from a spectrum of disciplines a chance to 
benefit from the value-added grant review conducted by MH staff and committees. 
 
Beyond grants, MH is also appreciated for the selection and articulation of council-initiated 
programs. These are felt to stimulate creativity and are not in conflict with the re-grant mission.  
 
Massachusetts is a state with greatly varying regions and a strong sense of local control and 
identity. The emphasis on tying projects to local environments is appreciated. In all aspects, MH 
is widely recognized for the quality of its programming. 
 
Throughout the visit, those interviewed were asked about the relevance of humanities to public 
policy.  MH was praised for this work and it became clear that this is a feature that distinguishes 
MH from other humanities initiatives in the Commonwealth. Some would like to see it 
strengthened even more. 
 
While history often is a focus of MH programming, some urge increased attention to the 
interfaces between the humanities and science, technology, medicine, the arts, and innovation. 
 
Benefits and Services Provided 
 
Mass Humanities has been aggressive in its outreach to underserved populations, but is not yet 
satisfied with its efforts. As part of a thorough evaluation of its program activities, it has 
identified areas of the state, in addition to low-income communities and some ethnic enclaves, 
which it plans to target in the future. In addition, several of those interviewed suggested that 20-
40 year olds, the middle class, people in the workplace, and youth might receive additional 
attention as new programs are developed.  The analysis of data on past grant applicants 
representing underserved populations also shows promise in helping to identify those who might 
develop programming for underserved groups. 
 
In addition to special workshops and other targeted communications strategies, MH may be able 
to mobilize strategically located non-profit groups and academic humanists and community 
leaders in support of its outreach efforts.  Clearly there is a commitment throughout the 
organization and its supporters to expand the availability of the humanities to every citizen in 
Massachusetts.  
 
Mass Humanities attention to outcomes assessment is commendable. The Grant Program Self 
Evaluation Report that has recently been completed was based on a systematic and critical 
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analysis of data collected from inquiries, applications, and project director reports. It is a 
milestone and its methodology deserves to be shared with others interested in the assessment of 
state humanities council effectiveness.  With this effort, MH has established itself as a leader.  
 
Furthermore, the data already collected may continue to yield insights and clearly deserves to be 
mined further.  The Logic Model developed by staff, while complex, appears to have refined the 
definition of program outcomes and led to the pursuit of significant lines of inquiry regarding 
efficiency and effectiveness.  
 
From discussions with project directors, interviewers were impressed by a willingness to provide 
additional evaluative data.  They admitted that they were not always aware of the purposes to 
which such data would be put, but they were clearly eager to help MH improve its delivery of 
programming in every way possible.  Moreover, project directors often volunteered the ways that 
a program had influenced their own lives and careers not to mention the lives and careers of their 
staffs and volunteers. Given the power of such testimonials, a systematic effort to collect and 
assess the impact of programs on those who deliver them as well as on their audiences may help 
develop a fuller picture of program outcomes. 
 
The project directors noted that MH projects often had a beneficial impact of the capacity of their 
organizations because of the rigor of the application process and the impact of a program on their 
constituencies. Receiving a MH award is often perceived by others as a stamp of approval. Here 
again, it may be valuable to collect data on the several ways programs have helped other 
humanities organizations flourish.  
 
Since not all organizations receiving program support have the resources to assess outcomes, 
MH has explored staff and consultant assessment initiatives. The longitudinal study of the 
Clemente program is a promising example. Some project directors showed an interest in 
additional follow-up focus groups and email surveys as techniques that might be used to drill 
deeper into the effect of the programs they have offered, but indicated that they would benefit 
from assistance in these areas.  
 
Mass Humanities is recognized as being tech savvy in the creation and development of its 
communications.  Such innovations as Mass Moments have gained the attention of diverse 
audiences.  In addition, their communications vehicles have fostered the creation and 
maintenance of specialized networks of humanists. For example, the MH blog and Mass Studies 
Network provide ways for local humanists to share reflections with each other as well as to learn 
about each others’ initiatives.  These are clearly worthy and appreciated results. 
 
Some project directors hope that MH will utilize its communications vehicles to help attract 
audiences to humanities programs that are not currently funded by MH. Others suggested that 
video from sponsored programs increasingly be linked to MH websites to help widen the 
audience for events after they have been presented. 
 
MH continues to evaluate the impact of its various communications vehicles. Staff sees these 
initiatives as works-in-progress. Questions about their usefulness to humanists and to wider 
publics are frequently discussed and investigated. In addition, it has been suggested that MH 
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expand its efforts beyond its own communications vehicles and develop self-conscious strategies 
to take credit for its significant contributions to the state and to humanities communities.  While 
clearly committed to serving others with its communications, more might be done to educate a 
greater number of citizens about MH itself and the role it continues to play in making the 
humanities widely available. 
 
Advocacy for the humanities is listed as one of three significant goals in the Mass Humanities' 
mission statement. Currently this goal is, for the most part, pursued indirectly by the provision of 
grants to a wide range of humanities projects and by the maintenance of significant channels of 
communications for humanities content.  The result has been wide spread support for MH among 
academic humanities, legislators, and the non-profit community. 
 
However, given the prominence of this goal in the MH mission and what some perceive as a 
current devaluation of the role of the humanities in public life, the board and staff may wish to 
explore additional opportunities for advocacy.  Some would encourage a more public and 
generalized role for MH in the promotion of the humanities, including organizing op-ed pieces 
from their supporters and well-placed academic leaders. The executive director has already 
modeled such alternatives in his writing and interaction with public officials. The hope is that 
such overt expressions of the significance of the humanities will grow in volume and gather 
diverse voices.  
 
Management and Organizational Effectiveness 
 
Mass Humanities has been successful in crafting effective partnerships with the public sector – 
namely, both branches of the Massachusetts Legislature, the Office of the Governor, and the 
Massachusetts Cultural Council, a state agency. The partnership with MCC is particularly strong, 
in a working relationship that has the two agencies jointly advocating for public funding to flow 
through one, the Massachusetts Cultural Council. While MH would prefer more money and an 
independent line item, our sense is that separation is not likely in the foreseeable future. 
 
Despite an extremely tight fiscal picture, state legislative support for MH appears to be strong 
and deep. In addition to continuing partnerships in regard to events, public policy reflection, 
cultural tourism and the promotion of civility, legislators expressed interest in doing even more, 
such as co-sponsoring partnerships with local government groups, the renewal of a lyceum for 
legislators, and a refreshed orientation for new legislators. 
 
The next challenge is increased support from private donors. It is clear that MH has accepted the 
challenge and has taken steps to be more private donor focused. A development director was 
hired five years ago and a development committee is activated. A re-branding initiative is 
complete. Everyone seems to be on board with the need to more aggressively pursue major 
donors and foundations, including corporate giving programs. The perceived barriers to 
fundraising and discussed possible ways to address them were discussed. It was suggested that 
there may be a need to continuously reinforce the independent, local non-profit status of the 
organization and the fact that it is not a governmental agency. It might also be important to point 
out that since operations funding is provided by the NEH grant, private funding can be applied in 
its entirety to re-grants or the program selected by the donor. Further, it is worth emphasizing 
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that the urgency of private support for the unique value of the council, namely its statewide 
promotion of the humanities through competent program recruitment and proposal evaluation, 
something that few donors are able to do. While the launching of a fund to honor the Executive 
Director is promising, and the annual appeal and annual dinner are positive steps, a more fully 
detailed strategy for approaching donors still awaits development. The existence of an advisory 
group of supporters and former board members could play a significant role in structuring such a 
strategy. The Board of Directors is clearly engaged in the pursuit of this goal. 
 
Staff is universally praised. Project directors spoke consistently (and without staff present) in 
praise of staff assistance before and during the application and program processes, even when the 
project was denied. “We learned so much throughout the process. Our group is stronger as a 
result of applying for a grant from MH.”   
 
Staff attendance and participation at funded events is greatly appreciated. “They don’t just sit on 
sidelines, either. They really care.” 
 
There was some discussion of the final report process and suggestions for possible improvement. 
It was felt that it would be nice to know who is reading the written report, how it will be used, 
and whether there is an opportunity for continued interaction. Many hoped that they could 
continue to maintain contact long after the particular project on which they were working was 
complete.  This suggests that the Council may wish to made additional use of those who have 
completed projects to collect additional data, meet occasionally to discuss significant policy 
questions, serve as mentors for those contemplating applications, etc. 
 
It was also suggested that MH help devise a tool or survey instrument for grantees to capture 
audience feedback ranging from on-the-spot videotaping of audience reactions to post attendance 
observations. 
 
It is possible the staff would benefit from increased contact with other grant makers such as 
MCC and others. While the staff is rightly consumed by its day to day work, it could be helpful 
for staff members to share resources and practices in program evaluation, communication of 
grantee impact, and other tools and topics unique to funders. 
 
The materials prepared for the visit were excellent in all ways. It is clear that all who have 
contact with MH praise the quality of the materials the staff prepares and the timeliness of their 
response to inquiries.  Both Board members and project directors noted the quality of their 
interactions with staff at all levels, and we as site visitors experienced the warmth and 
professionalism they possess. 
 
Given the high quality of service MH has provided, it was pleasing to hear that leadership 
succession is top of mind for the board and staff. The long-time assistant director is retiring this 
year, and there is a dilemma about replacement in view of tight operating funds. Given the 
workload currently and the need to plan for future leadership, it seems prudent for the Council to 
fill the position, at least on a part-time basis. More generally, the Board has taken succession 
planning seriously and should be encouraged to continue its discussion of such eventualities in 
regard to the entire staff and board as well as the executive director. There are many resources 
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available in the Boston area to assist the board with transition management as an important 
element of its ongoing agenda.   
 
Board members describe their experience serving on MH as a “joy.” Current and former 
members uniformly praised the group for giving them “the best board experience of their 
career.” They appreciate the careful preparation of meeting agendas, the timely dissemination of 
materials by the staff team at all levels, a chance to gather in diverse locations across the state, 
the hardworking efforts of dedicated volunteer committees, and the serious nature of debate. For 
many, it provided an education about Massachusetts well beyond what they had previously 
known despite years in the state. Though Board members often differed on policy issues, they 
could not recall any dialogue that was not fully civil and wholly informative. 
 
Given the transformative nature of the experience of board members, Mass Humanities may wish 
to capture some of the stories and narratives as part of an evaluation of its impact on the state and 
its leadership. 
 
Summary of Commendations and Recommendations 
 
Mass Humanities deserves particular commendation for: 

• Its success in linking the humanities to public policy discussions 
• Its balance between re-grant and council-conducted programming 
• The partnership it has forged with state government 
• The high regard it has achieved among the humanities community 
• Its concern for underserved populations 
• Its careful attention to the outcomes of its programs 
• Its creativity in the development of communication strategies 
• The quality of staff performance 
• The enduring enthusiasm of its board 

 
Mass Humanities may wish to consider these recommendations: 

• Mobilize non-profit partners and academics in strategies for reaching underserved 
populations 

• Increase the scope of the data analyzed to assess program outcomes 
• Monitor continuously the effectiveness of communications vehicles 
• Intensify and make more manifest its general advocacy for the humanities 
• Emphasize the cultivation of private donors 
• Further refine and explain the final report process for grantees 
• Explore new ways to harness the good will of past grant recipients 
• Provide additional opportunities for the staff to interact with their counterparts at 

other funders. 
• Continue to address leadership succession 


