
Webinar 
Arts Candidates Forums

I. Thanks for the Introduction.

II. Two words to remember throughout my brief presentation here today.

A. CONSTITUENCY

B. COMMUNICATION

III. Since 1980s the Norman Arts & Humanities Roundtable has been conducting
Legislative and City Council Forums.  While we have not done this every year, we
always return to these forums as one of the most effective tools for demonstrating
our constituency to elected officials.

IV. A little history...

A. In 1980 a few Norman arts organizations joined with the Chamber of 
Commerce and Norman Parks system to advocate for a new, community 
based funding system driven by a hotel/motel tax.

B. When that tax passed in July of that year, by only 28 votes, these same arts 
organizations banded together to become the Norman Arts & Humanities 
Roundtable, an advisory committee to the Norman Arts Council which helped 
design the original NAC grant program. (And, still, to this day, advises and 
consents on any changes to the grant program.)

C. The Legislative Forum.
1. We realized, fairly early, that our community and its arts organizations were

greatly impacted by the Legislatureʼs allocation to the Oklahoma Arts
Council, which were matching funds to our hotel/motel grants.

2. We determined to open a “dialogue” with our legislators, legislative
delegation, to present our needs and demonstrate our constituency.

3. Over the years, we the Forum has morphed and evolved to include,
Legislative Forums, Candidates Forums, Mayoral Candidates Forums, and
City Council Forums.  But all, had basically the same goal and format...

a. Get us all in the same room and talking to one another.
b. Demonstrate that we in the arts, our staff, our boards, our

volunteers, are a CONSTITUENCY for these elected officials.
c. Hopefully, create a format where we could COMMUNICATE and

learn from one another.
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V.  Format

A. A moderated forum, but more informal that such venues as the League of 
Women Voters but not a free-for-all either.  All questions go through the 
Moderator.

B. Civility.  Church or NPR civil.  We want to talk to one another, not shout.

C. Legislators / Elected Officials Statements, let them have their say.  Give them 
the opportunity, right off, to state their own perception of the “value of the arts” 
in their community (ies).  Concurrently, let the elected official give their opinion 
of public funding for the arts.

D. Audience.  
a. Introduce them.  Let the elected officials see the “human face” of 

the arts.
b. Let the audience Q & A, but keep it focused.

E. Reception.  Include an un-structure, yet social occasion to Elected Officials to 
speak informally with audience.  Let people say what they will not say in 
public.

VI.  Important Points
A. Attendance Turn-Out.  Invite your member organizations, their boards, their 

volunteers, even their private patrons.  You want a LARGE TURN OUT. YOU 
NEED TO DEMONSTRATE CONSTITUENCY!  

B. Setting.  The event needs to held somewhere that screams ARTS! “Tasteful 
but ever present.”  These are visual, non-verbal reminders of what is being 
discussed.  Possible venues...arts galleries, museums, theaters, etc.

C. Impact.  Make sure the economic and community impact of the various arts 
programs in the community are presented and discussed.  Make sure the 
elected officials or candidates know your audience numbers, economic impact 
and heart warming stories.  Do not support false assumptions, TELL THEM 
WHAT WE DO!

D. Stay on Topic and the topic is THE ARTS.   When legislators, or the 
audience, begin to stray into other arenas (public schools, higher ed, 
corrections, etc.) gently bring them back to the ARTS.  DO NOT LET 
YOURSELVES BE MARGINALIZED AT YOUR OWN EVENT.

E. Seek Out Common Ground.  Arts Education in schools is often a good one. 
Community Festivals that gather big audiences are another.  LET THEM 
BECOME YOUR ALLY!



F.  At some point, ASK IF THEY SUPPORT THE PUBLIC FUNDING OF THE 
ARTS.  GET THEM ON THE RECORD!

G. MEDIA.  All forums should be open to the media. Period.  If they wish to 
attend.  If not, donʼt force the issue.  NEVER, EVER FORBID THE MEDIA 
FROM ATTENDING (then you become the story, not the forum).

H. WRAP UP.  Thank everyone for coming, invite them to the reception to follow 
and again try to get the elected officials on the record regarding their stance 
on public funding for the arts.

I. Continuity.  Keep doing these forums!  Even if your first ones seem to make 
no difference, keep holding them every year!  The term limit of a legislator is 
12 years, that is 12 opportunities for them to grow into your ally and advocate.

J. Use this Forum in other advocacy.  At the Arts Day at the Capitol, meet with 
your representatives and remind they were in the forum.  Let them see the 
reach beyond the Forum.

VII. Closing
A. Most people want to be included, want to feel a “sense of belonging, Elected 

officials are no different.

B.  If you can create an atmosphere in which they clearly see you as a 
Constituency, but one with which they can Communicate with you, then you 
can educate and socialize Elected Officials to the arts.

C. Good luck.




