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and culture. Maybe it’s a cruel calculus, but
politicians are not elected to support the
“wonderful” things they “love.” They are
not even elected do the best thing for the
entire city, state or country, though they
want to. In fact, they are elected to do
the best thing for the people who vote.
More specifically, for the people who
vote in the district they represent. And
even more specifically, for 50 percent
plus one of the people who vote in their
district.

Votes are to politicians what applause,
reviews, and auditions are to a musician.
Just as a musician picks a crowd pleaser to
ring up applause, politicians address the
issues that they think the voters care about,
the issues that motivate people to vote. So,
if voters talk about being unemployed, the
politician talks about the economy. If voters
worry about education, the politician
develops a plan to improve education.

Do voters ever tell a politician that they
are worried about cuts to the state arts
budget? Are voters asking politicians to
restore arts education?  Most voters don’t
ask, that’s why you need to become the
arts voter.

Are you telling politicians what you
need? Are you voting? In local as well as
national, elections?

Voting is the most basic step in the
political process. If you don’t vote, you’re
out of the equation. You are not part of
the 50 percent-plus-one voters that get
the ear of a politician. 

Your one vote may feel like a tiny drop
in a sea of thousands of local votes or even
millions nationally. But your one vote
combined with others can shift elections
and even shift opinions—particularly in
primaries, municipal and school-board
elections, where voter turnout is low.

Last fall, for example, the arts community
of Gloucester, Massachusetts, held a first-ever
arts forum for the seven mayoral candi-
dates two weeks before the primary elec-
tion. The candidates responded, learning
about the arts through their own preparation

and the information packets provided.
Carolyn Kirk, the eventual winner of the
general election said, “[Arts supporters]
are getting more sophisticated in their
advocacy, and they have an opportunity
to influence who gets elected and what are
their priorities.”

More than a hundred people attended
the candidate forum. The primary election
was decided by 28 votes.

In the 2007 Philadelphia mayoral race,
the cultural community, under the banner
of “Vote for the Arts” and with leadership
from the Philadelphia Cultural Alliance,
organized to rally arts voters with two key
goals: make arts and culture an issue to be
addressed in the campaign and to elect an
arts-friendly mayor. In addition to 
hosting a candidates’ forum, at a cost of
$3,000; the cultural campaign contacted
67,000 arts voters, at a cost of $7,500.
The result: all five Democratic candidates
developed arts policy positions. And the
Philadelphia Daily News wrote, “The arts
and culture people are smart and well-
organized.”

In five months, using two staffers, one
consultant and volunteers, the cultural
campaign had identified a voting bloc of
67,000 arts voters—nearly double the
margin of victory—that constituted 23
percent of the total votes cast. And in his
first six months in office, the newly elected
mayor, Michael Nutter, doubled the city
cultural fund.

Cultural advocates must vote in every
election, including (and especially) local
elections, because critical issues—such as
arts education, arts funding, arts districts,
performing arts centers—are addressed in
local school board and municipal contests.

Voting is the admission price to the next
step: how to get politicians to hear our
concerns and act on them. You can amplify
the power of your vote in several ways: 

• becoming a vocal arts voter
• joining your state arts advocacy group

and Americans for the Arts
• becoming a cultural advocate

by Dan Hunter

By thinking in political terms, the arts communities of
Gloucester, MA, and Philadelphia, PA, brought about the 
election of arts-friendly candidates.

State legislatures appropriated $359.6 million for the arts in fiscal year 2008, while
the federal government budgeted $144.7 million for the National Endowment for
the Arts. This money helps to fund concerts, musicians, symphonies and all kinds

of art across the nation. Politicians voted to spend this money on the arts and, in response
to the recession, they are voting now in many states to cut some of it.

However, as you know, politicians don’t necessarily understand the arts. 
They are quick to tell you their own arts stories to show how supportive they are—one

acted in community theater, one had a cousin who played the French horn in a “real
orchestra.”  (You’re never more than a few degrees separated from a French horn player.)
One legislator told me that he was on his way to his banjo lesson, and another said he
loved opera—Tommy, the rock opera by the Who. Another legislator threw his boots up
on his desk and told me that he loved cowboy movies.

And politicians generally aren’t familiar with chamber music. They don’t know about
the endless practice and rehearsal. They don’t know that many musicians string together
an income through multiple jobs—performing, teaching, and even odd jobs far from the
practice room—and how musicians struggle to afford health insurance. But politicians
do know that music is somehow valuable and will often describe the arts as “wonderful.”
Because that’s what they’re supposed to say. Even the polls show it: everybody loves the arts.

During the last recession, for example, all nine candidates for governor of
Massachusetts in 2002 said that they loved the arts. I know, because I asked them what
they would do to restore state funding for arts and culture if they were elected governor.
Each of the nine replied with slightly different version of: “…the arts are wonderful, but
we can’t fund it until:

Check one:
r the economy recovers.
r tax revenues rise.
r employment recovers.
r cows jump over the Moon.

Not one of the nine candidates had a position, a policy, or a plan to help arts and 
culture in the state. Why not, I wondered? And artists, arts presenters and cultural leaders
across the country certainly scratch their heads and wonder the same, particularly when
state arts budgets are being cut.

If we create the “wonderful” experience of culture that “everyone loves,” then why are
arts budgets among the first to be cut? Why is arts education disappearing in K-12 public
schools? And, why is it so hard to survive as an artist or a cultural organization?

From a politician’s point of view, there is a simple answer: there are no votes in arts
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Arts Voters—Remember that politi-
cians respond to the issues raised by 
voters. So, the first step is to contact a
candidate, elected official or her campaign
to ask for their support for the arts. Tell
them your story—the challenges you face
as an artist or a presenter; how you
contribute to the community through
jobs, payroll tax or education; and what
you hope the elected official will do in
office: increase arts funding, create an
arts district, support arts education or
other issues. 

If six arts voters ask arts questions, it will
get the attention of a legislative candidate.
If three dozen ask, it will get the attention
of a Congressperson. As more arts voters
ask, candidates will address the questions
of arts policy. In 2002, as I mentioned,
none of the nine gubernatorial candidates
in Massachusetts had a policy position
on arts and culture. Four years later, both
major candidates issued position papers
and discussed the arts on the stump. 

State Advocacy Groups—You
can amplify your solo voice by joining in
a choir of voices. There are two key
organizations to join: Americans for the

Arts and your statewide or local arts
advocacy group. Americans for the Arts
coordinates advocacy to the federal gov-
ernment. There are 46 state and local
advocacy organizations advocating in 41
states. Join your state and local advocacy
groups to learn the key issues and the
coordinated message being delivered to
politicians. Using a message coordinated
statewide means that you and a thousand
other arts voters are getting the attention of
candidates by asking the same questions.

Becoming a Cultural Advocate—
A cultural advocate works to establish a
relationship with her elected officials so
that the politician becomes an ally and
supporter, not only of the arts but of
your work and your organization. You
and the elected official have a shared
mission: improving the community.
Through your relationship, you are
teaching the elected official how arts and
culture help to improve the community.
Building a relationship with an elected
official is similar to cultivating donors,
convincing them of the value of your
mission.

Invite the elected official to tour your

facility or to attend a concert (be sure to
introduce her to the audience.)  Prepare
a one-page information sheet about your
organization, detailing both the challenges
and the contributions your work makes
to the community—such as employment,
children served, and vendor spending.

Most politicians won’t ever understand
the arts unless we talk to them. We don’t
need to convert politicians into music
lovers. We only need to show them that
there is political, economic,  and com-
munity value in the arts. We do that
through voting and raising our voices
collectively and individually so that our
issues are heard and our contributions
are recognized.

As we become more effective cultural
advocates, state senators will still go to
banjo lessons and watch cowboy movies.
But, along the way, they will support the
arts—because we have made it politically
valuable for them to do so.

Playwright/songwriter Dan Hunter is exec-
utive director of Massachusetts Advocates
for the Arts, Sciences and Humanities
(www.maash.org).

CHAMBER MUSIC: You’re from California. Did the collapse of arts appropriations there
in the current decade have some influence on your views about political activism for non-
profits—and your decision to write your new book?
BARRY HESSENIUS: Absolutely. In other states there’s true bipartisan support for the arts. In California
we actually had true bipartisan opposition: the de-funding was engineered not only by the Republicans, but
in part by Democratic legislative leadership. And I knew exactly why we had come up short in protecting
gains previously won—and that is the simple fact that the arts had no real political power or clout and thus
were powerless to protect what they had fought so hard to achieve. No one owed us anything. No one had
any fear that opposing us would lead to any consequences. And to be in that position is political suicide.

Arts organizations remain one of the least powerful special interests on the political landscape. It has been our
choice not to devote the time, resources and energy necessary to become effective lobbyists for our interests. 

CM: I take it you think that arts organizations (like other nonprofits) are stuck in anti-
quated beliefs—an old way of thinking about their relationship to legislators and the rest
of the government. Can you explain?
BH: The arts’ efforts to advocate and lobby in their own best interests are akin to Oliver Twist’s meekly hold-
ing out his little bowl and begging, “Please sir, can I have some more?” As a special interest group we have a

Arts advocate Barry Hessenius is the author of Hardball Lobbying for Nonprofits: Real

Advocacy for Nonprofits in the New Century (Palgrave Macmillan), a book that argues

for a radical change in how 501(c)(3)s behave in the political arena.

After a successful career in the for-profit realm—first as an entertainment-industry

lawyer, then as the founder of two high-tech companies and as a venture capitalist—

Hessenius turned to the non-profit sector in the mid-90s. He became CEO of the California

Assembly of Local Arts—the statewide umbrella service provider for the state’s 250

local arts agencies. Governor Gray Davis then appointed Hessenius director of the

California Arts Council. When that appointment ended—and after California under-

went “a virtual de-funding” of the arts—Hessenius went into business for himself as

a consultant, author and speaker, using his hard-won knowledge to help organizations

and individuals in the arts navigate the often mysterious, sometimes treacherous

realm of politics and government funding.


