
  
In 1961, the American theatre field consisted of only 16 
theatre companies established specifically for 
educational and charitable purposes. Today, thanks in 
large measure to the pivotal role played by the National 
Endowment for the Arts (NEA) since 1965, the not-for-
profit theatre field consists of more than an estimated 
1,876 theatres located in major metropolitan centers, 
urban neighborhoods, suburbs and rural communities. 
Their wide-ranging repertoire includes classics; modern 
plays and musicals; new plays, adaptations and 
translations by American and international writers; plays 
for culturally specific and young audiences; and 
experimental, multimedia and performance-art works.  
 
Theatre Facts 2011, a study by Theatre Communications 
Group based on its annual Fiscal Survey, reported on an 
estimated universe of 1,876 not-for-profit professional 
theatres, including 179 profiled TCG member theatres. 
Combined, these theatres directly contributed nearly 
$1.94 billion to the U.S. economy; the real economic 
impact is even greater when spending by theatres’ 
attendees and employees in their local communities is 
taken into account. The universe of theatres employed 
130,000 theatre workers, including actors, directors, 
playwrights, designers, administrators and technicians.  
For the 179 profiled theatres—ranging in size from 
$70,000 to $63 million in annual expenses—
compensation of personnel represented more than 53% 
of total expenses, a reflection of the labor-intensive 
nature of the art form and the many cultural workers 
whose livelihoods theatres are preserving.  The universe 
of not-for-profit theatres offered 177,000 performances 
that attracted 34 million patrons. The 179 profiled 
theatres served an additional 2.3 million people through 
1,200 outreach and educational programs, including 
touring productions, artists-in-the-schools, teacher 
training, workshops and lectures in local community 
centers and libraries, internships for college students, 
special programs for at-risk children and life-long 
learning opportunities.  
 
The direct impact of a theatre receiving funding from the 
NEA comes not only in the form of project grants, but 
also in the multiplier effect that these grants, through 
their 2-to-1 or 3-to-1 matching funds requirement, have 
on theatres’ abilities to leverage and attract other private 
and public funding.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Indirectly, NEA funding can be leveraged for its 
symbolic imprimatur, and can also be felt by theatres as 
it trickles down in the form of bloc grants to states. Forty 
percent of NEA funding goes to state arts agencies, 
which is then distributed to organizations like not-for-
profit theatres. Of the profiled theatres, 54% received 
funds either from the NEA or their State Arts Agency, 
and 29% received funding from both sources. In total, 
83% of profiled theatres benefited from federal funding.    
 
By supporting many of the nation’s finest theatre 
institutions, the NEA has contributed far beyond the 
actual monetary value of its grants. Nearly every Pulitzer 
Prize-winning play since 1976 originated at an NEA-
funded theatre, and a network of educational and 
outreach programs has sprung up across the country as a 
result of NEA support, ensuring access to all Americans 
and developing new generations of audiences. 

 

Estimated 2011 Universe of U.S.  

Not-For-Profit Professional Theatres 

1,876 Theatres 
  

Estimated Productivity 
Attendance 34,000,000 
Subscribers 1,500,000 
Performances 177,000 
Productions 14,600 
  
Estimated Finances  
Earnings $1,038,000,000 
Contributions $1,002,000,000 
Total Income $2,040,000,000 
Expenses $1,936,000,000 
Changes in Unrestricted Net 
Assets (CUNA) 

 
$104,000,000 

  
Estimated Work Force  
Artistic 78,500 
Administrative 15,500 
Technical 36,000 
Total Paid Personnel                               130,000 

Not-for-Profit Theatre in America 
The Field at a Glance 



Examples of Economic and 
Community Impact 

 
In order to create a lasting impact on the field and 
promote burgeoning playwrights, the Alliance Theatre 
based in Atlanta, GA received a $40,000 Art Works 
grant to support the world premiere production of Bike 
America by Mike Lew, the winning play of their 
National Graduate Playwriting competition. Recounting 
the story of an unlikely athlete’s journey by bicycle from 
the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean, this winning script 
captures the restlessness of a millennial generation that 
will go to any lengths to find a place that is always just 
out of reach. The National Graduate Playwriting 
Competition is a one-of-a-kind national competition that 
transitions student playwrights to the world of 
professional theatre, and has resulted in high profile 
partnerships for the Alliance Theatre with institutions 
and associations such as Fox Theatricals, the Kennedy 
Center, the Lark Theatre and the National New Play 
Network. In addition to programs that launch the careers  
of emerging writers, the Alliance annually reaches over 
200,000 audience members and positively impacts over 
70,000 students through their performances and in-
school education programs.  
 
With a $10,000 Art Works grant from the NEA, 
Cleveland Public Theatre (CPT) will produce Earth 
Plays, the second work in The Elements cycle. The 
Elements is a series of four plays—each focused on a 
distinctive aspect of sustainability—and a fifth “bridge 
play” that integrates the work. The first play, Water 
Ways, was a multi-media work about the fragility of our 
great resource—water, through a collaboration between 
CPT and Oberlin College and Conservatory. For Earth 
Plays, nine creator/directors, twenty actors, three 
designers and an extensive production team have devised 
twelve short plays that illuminate our ever-changing 
relationship with the environment. These provocative 
works, which range from comedic to tragic–surreal to 
very real, immerse audiences in a theatrical experience 
that propels them out of their seats and moves them 

 
 
 

BREAKDOWN OF EXPENSES 
(179 Profiled Theatres) 

 

through the theatre space. Through 11 performances, 
Earth Plays reached an audience of 1,500. The other two 
plays in the cycle, Air Waves and Fire, are scheduled for 
the 2013-14 season. 
 
An Art Works grant of $35,000 from the NEA has 
allowed Seattle Children’s Theatre (SCT), one of this 
country’s most prominent creators of new theatrical work 
for young audiences, to engage artistic organizations and 
audiences far beyond the Pacific Northwest with a 
production of The Edge of Peace by Suzan Zeder. This 
poignant story speaks to the impact of military service on 
family members, and is the culmination of a dramatic 
trilogy which explores the role of the deaf within 
American society. The Edge of Peace is a collaboration 
among artists from throughout the U.S. The initial 
workshop took place at the Kennedy Center for the 
Performing Arts and was further developed and first 
produced at the University of Texas (UT) at Austin. 
SCT’s Artistic Director, Linda Hartzell, included several 
MFA candidates from UT in public and school show 
performances which will reach approximately 1,350 
patrons in Austin and another 7,425 children, teachers 
and parents in Seattle. 
 
With a $15,000 Art Works grant from the NEA, Idaho 
Shakespeare Festival was able to grow their Access 
Program and open the door for over 30,000 people ages 5 
to 100 to enjoy the professional theatre arts, many of 
whom would not be able to attend otherwise. The 
program includes a tour with over 100 performances that 
includes an engaging new script with full set, costumes 
and sound to elementary students across the state of 
Idaho. Additionally, the program creates access for 
students of all ages, the deaf and hard-of-hearing, elderly 
on fixed income, at-risk youth, refugees, wounded 
veterans (as well as their families) and volunteer service 
providers to attend the Festival’s mainstage season. By 
integrating those with special needs into the broader 
audience, the Access Program has significantly 
broadened the demographic makeup and interest of those 
able to experience performances.  

 
 

INCOME AS A PERCENT OF EXPENSES* 
(179 Profiled Theatres) 

*Percentages total 107.7% because total income exceeded 
total expenses by 7.7% 

 

 
 


