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Action  What Works

Chloe Veltm a n is a broadcaster and journalist who writes widely about the  
arts. She heads up the culture desk for Colorado Public Radio and is the host and 
producer of VoiceBox, a weekly radio and podcast series.

In the dance world, celebrities are rare . But it’s 
not unusual for people to accost a dancer from the Trey McIntyre 
Project (TMP) as he or she does errands around town. “I was re-
cently tapped on the shoulder in a grocery store by a woman who 
asked, ‘Are you a dancer with the Trey McIntyre Project?’” says  
Chanel DaSilva, who has performed with TMP ever since the com-
pany established its permanent home base—in Boise, Idaho. “That 
speaks to how much this city appreciates us.” 

Running a dance company today is a risky proposition. 
According to a study by Dance/USA, a national organization that 
serves the dance profession, US dance companies lost nearly  
10 percent of their audience 
between 2007 and 2011. But TMP 
has seen its audience numbers 
grow over the past half decade. 
Indeed, to accommodate interest 
among Boise residents, the orga-
nization recently added an extra 
matinee performance to its 
schedule. A close connection has 
formed between TMP and its off-
the-beaten-path hometown. That 
link to Boise has proved to be a 
vital asset for the company. It’s 
one reason why funders, present-
ers, and nonprofit thought lead-
ers believe that TMP is reinvent-
ing what it means to be an arts 
organization in the 21st century. 

“The Trey McIntyre Project has 
been very successful in cultivating 
audiences across the country through effective social media strate-
gies and a strong, consistent image,” says Amy Fitterer, executive 
director of Dance/USA. “They have trustees located across the US 
to diversify their leadership and fundraising reach. As an audience 
member, you feel you can connect with the dancers.”

TMP maintains a rigorous touring schedule that lasts up to 30 
weeks per year. In 2012, the company toured China, South Korea, 
the Philippines, and Vietnam as part of a cultural exchange pro-
gram sponsored by the US State Department. It also enjoys high-

profile relationships with presenter groups such as the Brooklyn 
Academy of Music in New York City and Cal Performances in 
Berkeley, Calif. Even so, the company has firmly cemented its ties 
to the Boise area by mounting two full-scale dance productions in 
the area each year and by conducting a variety of community 
engagement initiatives in collaboration with schools, businesses, 
hospitals, and other local institutions.

m a k i n g  a  h o m e
Trey McIntyre is one of the most sought-after choreographers on 
the national and international dance scene. He has created more 

than 90 works for such institutions as 
American Ballet Theatre, Stuttgart Ballet, 
and New York City Ballet. In 2008, he de-
cided to turn what had been a summer 
touring organization into a full-time troupe. 

He could have set up shop in any number of cities. “The assumption 
was that we would move to a place with an established dance audi-
ence like San Francisco or New York,” McIntyre says. “But I had a 
hard time justifying that, because these communities are overserved 
for dance. The idea of going to an area that hadn’t maxed out its 
dance capacity—where we could be a part of a developing arts com-
munity—seemed like a very American, pioneering idea.”
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Bold Steps in Boise
The Trey McIntyre Project, an Idaho-based dance troupe, is choreographing a novel 
way to manage a leading-edge arts organization. By Chloe Veltman

Caty Solace, of the Trey 
McIntyre Project, draws 
attention to a “SpUrban” 
dance event in downtown 
Boise, Idaho.

http://www.treymcintyre.com/home/
http://www.treymcintyre.com/home/
http://www.danceusa.org/
http://www.bam.org/
http://www.bam.org/
http://calperfs.berkeley.edu/
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What drew McIntyre and his fellow pioneers to Boise were 
the beauty of the surrounding landscape, the low cost of living, 
and the positive reactions that they had received during previ-
ous touring engagements in the city. From the start, McIntyre 
and his entourage made their presence felt in their new commu-
nity. They playfully announced their arrival by offering a series 
of spontaneous urban dance performances, or “SpUrbans”: 
Wearing street clothes and sneakers, TMP dancers descended 
on public spaces around town—a sidewalk in Boise, a parking  
lot at Boise State University—and offered brief, lively displays  
of their work.

Both at home in Boise and on the road, TMP focuses on bal-
ancing high-quality public dance performances with community 
engagement efforts. The company’s Make a Ballet program,  
for example, provides audiences with an intimate view of the 
rehearsal process. That program began as an exclusive perk for  
big donors, but it has morphed into an offering that’s available to 
wider audiences. To demystify the dance process, TMP dancers 
also work with school groups, they shoot rehearsal videos that 
they publish on social media channels, and they encourage pass-
ersby to join them in SpUrban events that they initiate in the cit-
ies they visit. “They have a commitment to what happens beyond 
the stage,” says Matias Tarnopolsky, director of Cal Performances. 

In 2010, McIntyre was commissioned to create a ballet for the 
Jaialdi International Basque Cultural Festival, an event held in 
Boise every five years. (Idaho boasts the largest Basque commu-
nity in the United States today.) To help him create the ballet, 
which he called Arrantza, McIntyre invited local Basque dancers 
into his studio to enrich his company’s understanding of Basque 
folk dance. For the soundtrack to the ballet, he recorded tradi-
tional Basque instrumental music and oral histories by people  
of Basque heritage. 

Once the new ballet was complete, TMP partnered with 
Boise’s Basque Museum and Cultural Center to produce a pre-
view event that featured Basque food, live performance excerpts 
from Arrantza, and a Q&A session with TMP dancers. The  
organization also incorporated the new ballet into its ongoing 
engagement activities with local schools, tying the work in with 
the students’ academic study of Basque culture. “It’s wonderful 
that the Trey McIntyre Project has researched what makes their 
adopted city unique and has incorporated it into their dance 
program,” says Barbara Oldenburg, a teacher at the Lake Hazel 
Middle School in Boise. 

The company’s engagement with the Boise community has 
inspired deep and broad local support. According to Caty Solace, 
chief strategy officer at TMP, donations from people in Idaho 
account for 40 percent of the funding that the organization receives 
from individuals. That high level of support from community mem-
bers in turn attracts the support of institutional funders. “What I 
look for is a company that makes excellent work and continues to 
be relevant to the local community,” says Jim McDonald, senior 
program officer for arts and culture at the Paul G. Allen Foundation, 
which has provided funding to TMP since 2010. “The company has 
made it clear that it genuinely wants to be part of the community.”

Even people from competing institutions are impressed by 

what TMP has achieved. “They’ve had a positive impact on the 
dance landscape here by bringing more attention to dance in 
Boise,” says Paul Kaine, executive director of Ballet Idaho. “Their 
presence has helped us all raise our game.” 

b u i l d i n g  a  b u s i n e s s
TMP’s approach to audience engagement is integral to its way of 
doing business. In some ways—with its spirit of experimentation, 
its adoption of new technologies, and its focus on branding—the 
organization more closely resembles a Silicon Valley startup than  
it does a traditional dance company. 

Consider the company’s High 5 campaign, which aims to 
strengthen TMP’s base of support by reaching out to fans at a 
grassroots level. McIntyre, who has a passion for making dance 
films, created a short, lighthearted documentary to launch the 
effort. People throughout the company are using Facebook and 
other social media tools to spread the word about High 5. And  
the TMP website advertises the initiative with a visually striking 
image that shows two dancers in jeans, sneakers, and TMP-
branded T-shirts. In the image, the dancers are leaping in the air 
and high-fiving each other against an azure sky. So far, the cam-
paign has helped TMP raise more than $6,000 in small donations. 
But High 5 isn’t just about raising funds. “We’re looking for more 
than monetary support. We’re looking for ambassadors,” says 
Brian Aune, chief operating officer and general counsel at TMP.

A strong sense of brand flows through all of TMP’s activities—
from its irreverent and muscular choreography, to the design of its 
T-shirts, to the way that its people interact with audiences. “The 
Trey McIntyre Project strives to be known for innovation, honesty, 
and community outreach, as well as high-quality dance,” says Blair 
Kutrow, chairman of the TMP board. Jane Naillon, the organiza-
tion’s senior engagement manager for brand, recently held a brand 
workshop for dancers and staff members. “We spent a good deal  
of time defining our brand promises,” she says. “To gain trust, it is 
important that we have a promise and are able to deliver on that 
promise without fail.”

Since 2008, TMP has seen its annual revenues increase from 
more than $1.6 million to close to $2.5 million. It raises one-third 
of its funding from individual contributions, one-third from gov-
ernment and corporate grants, and one-third from earned income. 
One source of earned income, for example, comes from running 
corporate workshops—a branch of the business that TMP leaders 
hope to expand. TMP also recently received a $50,000 grant from 
the Paul G. Allen Foundation to develop its capacity to market 
and license McIntyre’s choreographic work to other dance institu-
tions. Among the companies that have expressed an interest in 
staging McIntyre’s work are Washington Ballet, Pennsylvania 
Ballet, and Queensland Ballet. 

Today, McIntyre and his troupe are pushing to achieve ever 
more ambitious goals. Dance may play a marginal role in today’s 
culture, but that reality isn’t stopping McIntyre from working to 
increase its relevance. “It’s difficult to create the same large com-
munity need for dance as there is for football in Boise because 
there is no social context for dance in this country,” he says. “I 
want us to become as meaningful to Boise as football.” n

https://www.facebook.com/PK.HighFive
http://www.pgafoundations.com/
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