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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper explores the drivers of individual preferences for public funding of the arts. A great deal 

of qualitative research speaks to the impact of the arts on marginalized and economically 

disadvantaged individuals and communities. In the United States, federal agencies appropriate 

significant funding to arts organizations and agencies providing resources and art programs to those 

beneficiaries. However, appropriations to the NEA are unstable and particularly sensitive to 

economic, social, and political shocks. Understanding which populations value the arts as a public 

good may lend invaluable insights for policymakers lobbying for increased support of such 

programs. In this paper, I use an ordered probit econometric model to examine this relationship and 

identify a significant correlation between political affiliation and preference for public funding of the 

arts and humanities. I find that political ideology is the characteristic most closely correlated with 

public funding of the arts, with liberals being significantly more likely to prefer public funding of the 

arts, while conservative voters are much likelier to value decreased public funding of the arts. I also 

identify that, when interacted with political ideology, income levels also influence the decision to 

support increased or decreased public funding for the arts.   
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INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this paper is to examine individual preference for the arts. Literature on the positive 

impact of the art sector on the economy, individual and communal wellbeing, educational outcomes, 

and community development is abundant (Stern 2014; Goethe Institut 2014), albeit almost entirely of a 

qualitative nature. In the United States, the arts are funded both by public and private sources. Private 

funding of the arts is fairly well document by organizations like the Urban Institute who are focused on 

exploring patters of charitable giving. However, because private funding is greatly reliant on 

individual income, to examine those patterns does not seem to lend a comprehensive insight into the 

preferences of the American public for the arts. Moreover, this relationship certainly would not 

facilitate an exploration of preferences for art programs geared at addressing poverty, crime, 

mental/physical health, and other such challenges (Throsby and Withers, 1986). In other words, even if 

an individual who has very limited resources elects to contribute to their religious institution as 

opposed to donating to a local arts organization, this is not incontrovertible proof that they disregard or 

undervalue the arts, only that income constrains their charitable giving.  

On the other hand, because the government in the United States often provides resources to 

enhance the quality life for marginalized populations, examining individual preferences for 

government funding of the arts may better illuminate this central relationship. This paper uses survey 

data from the General Social Survey to explore which qualities – income, political affiliation, race, and 

gender – are useful predictors for an individual’s preferences for public funding of the arts. 

The structure of the data used to conduct this analysis actually contains two components that 

must be individually addressed. First, is the central relationship of interest to this thesis: the value of 

the arts in the United States. Second, because the data used to examine drivers of preferences for the 

arts specific to public funding, it is impossible to conduct this analysis without also exploring, to some 

extent, the factors that drive preferences for public funding of any good. The background and 
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hypothesis portion of the paper will expand on this secondary relationship, and the potential limitations 

it poses for this analysis.  

As the econometric analysis will show, political ideology is most strongly correlated with 

preferences for public funding of the arts. Liberals are significantly more likely to prefer increased 

funding of the arts when compared with both moderates and conservatives, whereas conservatives are 

much more likely to prefer cuts in public funding of the arts. Though income is not significantly 

correlated with these preferences, the interaction between income and political affiliation does produce 

some interesting results which will be expanded further in the analysis section of the paper.  

Understanding individual preferences for government support of the arts contributes to arts and 

social policy, as there is currently an absence of any rigorous research related to preferences for arts 

programs and organizations – outside of individual consumption data. Furthermore, determining who 

values the arts may allow art policymakers to best advocate for increased public funding of such 

programs, and to best allocate limited government resources to communities that may gain the greatest 

utilities from such investments. Finally, if it is revealed that vulnerable populations who are generally 

targets of social impact arts programs have little value for the arts, this should incentivize professionals 

to be innovative in redefining these programs to be relatable, attractive, and crucial to these 

communities.    

 

BACKGROUND AND RELEVANT LITERATURE 

Arts Funding in the United States 

Although technology has significantly changed the manner in which individuals in the United 

States consume art in recent years, art organizations museums, and cultural institutions are still the 

primary channel through which communities engage with the arts. These organizations – usually 

nonprofits – receive three general sources of funding including (1) direct public funding, (2) indirect 

public funding, and (3) funding from the private sector. According to the National Endowment of the 
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Art’s analysis of the Urban Institute’s National Center for Charitable Statistics, and the Economic 

Census data from between 2006-2010, museums and nonprofit performing arts organizations in the US 

receive 6.7% of their overall funding from local, state, and federal funding sources (NEA, 2012). 

 As the illustration below indicates, the major sources of arts funding in the US comes from 

private giving and tax incentives. In fact, according to the National Endowment for the Arts, private 

giving to the “Arts, Culture, and Humanities” amounted to nearly 13 billion dollars in the year 2011 

(2012, p.16). However research, from the Congressional Budget Office reveals that individual 

charitable giving to the arts varies greatly as a function of income. In fact, whereas only 1% of total 

charitable contributions from individuals making under $100,000 per year were allocated to the arts, 

that proportion increased to 15% when the income level exceeded $1 million dollars. Although not a 

conclusively causal relationship, this statistics does seem to indicate that individual giving is 

dependent of income. Although personal contributions to the arts certainly indicate a preference for the 

arts, and potentially a stronger valuation of the role of the arts as a positive social mechanism, it is also 

possible that individuals with lower incomes generally have less access to arts organizations, or simply 

hold greater value for other institutions that may impact their lives more directly.  
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Public funding of the arts is diverse in its purpose and sources. Direct public funding comes 

from federal agencies like the National Endowment of the Arts, as well as agencies operating primarily 

on the state level. These agencies and federal grants tend to go to arts organizations and local agencies 

that support programs, resources, and public works for the local communities. Unfortunately, public 

funding of the arts is extremely dependent on the political and economic environment. Since the 2007-

2009 recession, such funding has seen a significant hit (NEA, 2016). Towards the end of the Obama 

administration appropriations have slowly begun to increase again, however the volatility of this 

pattern shows just how responsive arts funding can be to various shocks and political pressure. 

Sources of Funding for Art Nonprofits and Museums
NEA, 2010

Public Funding Accounts for 6.7% of 
all funding of art organizations and 
museums in the US

Local 
49%

Public Funding Sources

State
33%

Federal
18%

The majority of art 
organizations and museums 
are funded through private 
sources and earned income

Breakdown of All 
Funding Sources
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The image above displays federal appropriations to the National Endowment of the Arts from 1966-

2016. The background of the graph shows the political parties in power in the US at the time – the top 

half of the color blocks represents the part in power in the executive branch, while the bottom half of 

the graph shows which party controlled congress in each particular year. The two overlap to indicate 

whether a party dominated in any particular year, or whether political power was split between the 

parties in the separate branches.  

As the image illustrates, federal appropriations to the National Endowment of the Arts are 

extremely volatile and seem particularly sensitive to changes in the political party that is in power, as 

well as other social and economic shocks that may be taking place in a particular time period. Without 

more extensive information about external factors that may influence federal appropriations it is 

impossible to attribute causality solely to changes in political power. However, the data does indicate 

that some of the most drastic shocks occur when a change in political power occurs – for example, in 

1977 when both the presidency and congress were held by the Democratic party, NEA appropriations 
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increased by 50 billion dollars in less than four years (NEA, 2016). Similarly, in 1995, when mid-way 

through President Clinton’s administration the Republican Party gained control of congress, arts 

appropriations declined immediately and in equal magnitude (NEA, 2016).  

Given the uncertain nature of public funding of the arts, coupled with the significant role 

public funding in sustaining vital community-based arts organizations, programs, and nonprofits, it is 

important to understand what qualities drive preferences for public funding. This information can 

assist legislators and policymakers in their effort to achieve greater and more stable appropriations 

toward the arts. In addition to understanding who values the arts – and ultimately who may need to be 

persuaded of the social impact of the arts, it is also crucial to establish that the arts do indeed have a 

measurable influence in empowering marginalized and vulnerable populations.  

 

Art and Social Progress 

 Local art agencies, supported in large party by government contributions, are responsible for 

sustaining innovative arts programs and organizations that directly benefit local communities. 

According to the NEA “the importance of local art agencies lies in their ability to adapt to changing 

conditions on the ground,” (NEA 2012, p. 10). This way, local agencies are the institutions best 

equipped to facilitate community arts in a manner that may have the greatest impact. The following 

figure illustrates the chain of impact of government expenditure on the arts:  

 

Government 
Funding

Local Art
Agencies

Programs
Resources &
Public Arts

Social &
Economic

Impact

Theory of Change
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Federal, state, and local governments allocate significant funding to local arts agencies. These art 

agencies fund a series of local art programs including public art classes, performing art centers, 

museums, cultural tourism projects, arts-related research, and public arts such as murals, and 

neighborhood revitalization projects. These, and a myriad of other arts-related events, programs, 

organizations, and efforts in turn impact the local populations. As Bazalgette and Davey explain, the 

art sector is a “major contributor to social wellbeing – in its engagement with children and young 

people, with older people, and with the sick and marginalized… the arts attract income to other areas 

of the economy, shape the environment for economic regeneration, drive exports and fly the flag 

abroad.” (2013, p. 4) 

 To expand on the linkage a bit further requires an analysis of the literature relating to the 

impact of the arts on various social and economic outcomes. Americans for the Arts demonstrated that 

in 2010 nonprofit arts and culture organizations alone generated nearly $61.1 billion in revenue 

(Americans for the Arts, 2012). Furthermore, local and government revenue from the arts exceeded 

$12 billion, and the federal government gained nearly $10 billion in tax revenue from the arts. These 

figures exclude contributions to the economy by the arts as a professional sector (Americans for the 

Arts, 2012).  

 Furthermore, the limited number of quantitative studies that explore the relationship between 

the arts and some social outcome do generally provide evidence of promising evidence. For example, 

Murrock et al., demonstrate that culturally relevant dance programs, for example, may have positive 

physical health and mental wellness outcomes (Murrock et al., 2008). Socially speaking, empirical 

evidence also shows that the arts may increase an individual’s sense of community or empathy. 

Research carried out by the Cultural Learning Alliance established that those students with exposure to 

the arts and art programs in their schools are more like to volunteer and “20% more likely to vote as 

young adults,” (2011). There are a number of other papers that demonstrate the positive impact that the 

arts can have on certain social outcomes (Stern 2014; Goethe Institut 2014).  
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 Despite the lack of data related to the demonstrable impact of the arts in improving 

socioeconomic conditions in a quantifiable way, local policymakers in many urban cities in the US 

rely on the arts a mechanism for addressing the challenges associated with growth and change. In 

recent years, arts grants and publically funded programs have been central to the revitalization of cities 

experience shocks, whether economic or physical, and continue to be used to address various social 

ills. Two examples from Washington, DC, include the DC Commission on the Arts and Humanities 

Mural program, and the anti-street harassment arts grant. The Murals program places “ward-specific” 

murals in communities in an effort to recognize the history, challenges, and dynamics of Washington’s 

rapidly growing and changing communities. The murals serve multiple purposes. They beautify the 

communities, spark conversation, and pay homage to the identities of DC’s diverse neighborhoods. 

DCCAH’s anti-street harassment grant is a $40,000 awarded in 2016 to local DC artists to produce 

local art within their communities to help combat street harassment in the district. Unfortunately, 

demonstrating and isolating impact from such efforts is extremely challenging.  

 

Political Ideology and Government Spending 

 As mentioned in the introduction, because the relationship examined in this paper is limited to 

government spending, specifically government funding of the arts, it is necessary to examine the link 

between political ideology and government spending in the United States. Rudolph and Evans in an 

examination of political trust in American culture identify that “requests for increased government 

spending do not impose equal ideological costs on liberals and conservatives.” (2005, p. 662) A pillar 

of conservative ideology in the United States is the concept of limited government, which has fostered 

a sense of skepticism related to expansions in the federal government. The authors counter that liberals 

have historically been much more amenable to federal expansions and as a result are much more 

supportive of increased spending – especially when in an effort to address social inequality. The 

fundamental point here is that for conservatives to support an expansion in government spending, they 
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must “sacrifice some of their core ideological principles” (Rudolph and Evans, 2005). For this 

sacrifice to take place requires significant political trust, which in the modern political landscape 

seems most feasible in areas like defense spending where conservatives are ideologically comfortable 

with an expansion in resources. 

 

Gaps and Limitations 

 Although a wealth of qualitative research and expert opinion exists in relation to the value of 

the arts to the individual, and society at large, there are certainly gaps in quantitative analysis and 

insight into the way in which the arts influence the social environment. Specifically, data on the 

economic benefits of the arts, apart from their revenue-generating potential is non-existent. 

Longitudinal studies on the impact of arts on individual wellbeing, status, and health are scarce, and 

according to Arts Council England, “we cannot demonstrate why the arts are unique in what they do.” 

(2014, p.04) 

 Specifically in relationship to arts research in the United States, outside of those topics that 

underpin federal and foundation funding to arts organizations – primarily the financial return to 

investing in such groups, and the impact of specific arts programs on vulnerable populations – data in 

this space is limited and very difficult to access. Additionally, the rapidly changing and unique nature 

of the arts industry as a result of technological advancements makes any effort to isolate the impact of 

a specific art program significantly more challenging. As a result, attempts to draw causal links to 

social outcomes can often appear spurious. 

Limited data related to art programs is not simply the result of an oversight. Rather, 

community leaders are unlikely to design art programs with evaluation in mind. Because the arts are a 

qualitative and personal expression by nature, efforts to conduct research when programs are not 

embedded with specific evaluation frameworks is that much more difficult. This challenge to quantify 

the impact of arts programs is crucial to understanding the aim of this thesis. Though the topic 
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explored in this paper is not directly related to direct relationship between the arts and social progress, 

policymakers should understand that certain characteristics inherently drive some individuals to value 

the arts and the contribution of public supported arts programs, while others do not. This gap in 

knowledge fails to foster an artistic environment that is cognizant of its ability to have the biggest 

impact in terms of engaging the public and influencing communities in a truly effective manner. 

Therefore, by examining public perceptions of arts spending this paper aims to bridge that particular 

gap and contribute to a body of literature that is lacking by way of quantitative rigor and exploration.   

Ultimately, this paper does not necessarily offer insight into the many topics mentioned 

primarily due to the limited availability of data necessary to conduct such an analysis. However, I do 

hope that by identifying the determinants of preferences for funding of the arts, I will be able to speak 

somewhat to the importance of public arts for individuals in the United States, and furthermore the 

crucial role the government plays in funding arts organizations nationwide.  

 

HYPOTHESIS 

 The original hypothesis of this paper is that preferences for government funding of the arts are 

a direct function of income. Specifically, I assume that at higher levels of income, individuals would 

have stronger opinions about public funding of the arts. This hypothesis is derived from Maslow’s 

amended hierarchy of needs (e.g. Maslow Year). His model places aesthetic beauty far above the most 

basic physiological and safety-related needs. Individuals living in poverty are more likely to continue 

to work toward fulfilling those more basic needs, and therefore may simple lack the luxury of 

dedicating attention to the more removed need for aesthetic beauty (Martin and Joomis, 2007). The 

intuition underlying this model is fairly straightforward. If an individual is living in extreme poverty, 

she is far less likely to indulge in luxuries – a category in which consumption of the arts certainly falls 

in the United States – and far more likely to spend her time and income on more necessary goods, like 

shelter, healthcare, food, and other such goods. Of course, as this model is not directly examining 
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consumption patterns, I have applied the intuition to preferences for government provision of goods, in 

this case funding for the arts. It is thus consistent with this intuition to also assume that individuals at 

lower levels of income would be more likely to prefer no change in the current funding patterns, or 

refuse to answer the question, as funding for the arts would fall much lower on their list of priorities. 

Consistently, I assumed that individuals at lower levels of income would be more likely to prefer no 

change in the current funding patterns, or refuse to answer the question. 

 An alternative hypothesis is that while income may be a significant driver of preferences for 

the arts, because this specific relationship examines public funding of the arts, political ideology may 

represent a much larger driver of this preference. Rudolph and Evans (2005) explain that in the United 

States, liberals are much larger advocates of government spending, and are much more likely to 

advocate expansions in federal funding. On the other hand, the authors claim that conservatives are 

ideologically opposed to government expansion, and therefore any increase in the funding of a 

government program requires that their support of that institution be stronger than their overall 

opposition to government expansion. I hypothesize that the arts do not represent such a large priority 

to individuals who identify as conservatives, however other types of federal funding may satisfy this 

model – such as defense funding, where I expect to find conservatives to strongly favor increased 

spending.  

 Ultimately, however, there are a plethora of characteristics that determine an individual’s 

preferences for government spending (Eismeier, 1982). By combining these theories together, I expect 

to find that political ideology will trump income as a driver for preferences for public funding of the 

arts. Specifically, I expect that liberals will largely favor increased funding of the arts, and 

conservatives will favor decreased funding of the arts, however income may play a secondary role in 

determining preferences for public funding of the arts. In other words, though I do expect to find this 

fairly clear-cut relationship related to political ideology, I anticipate that there may be some nuance 

among individuals who identify with a certain ideology as a function of their income. As an example, I 
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expect that liberals from lower economic backgrounds will have slightly different preferences for 

public funding of the arts when compared to liberals from higher income levels. 

 

DATA AND METHODS 

General Social Survey 

 The General Social Survey (GSS) is a national cross-sectional survey conducted by the 

National Opinion Research Center (NORC). The survey was conducted annually from 1972 to 1994, 

and has been conducted biannually since 1994. While 5,597 variables are included in the dataset, 

approximately sixteen variables are of specific interest to the scope of this thesis. Data for those 

variables, especially the independent variable of interest, is available for the following years: 1985, 

1990, 1996, and 2006. To ensure the largest sample size, data from all years will be used, however an 

alternative regressive will restrict the model only to the year 2006 to ensure that the profound impact 

of the Internet and mobile technology on American consumption of the arts is considered in the 

analysis.  

 As mentioned previously, the independent variable of interest is the preference for public 

funding of the arts. The exact text of the survey question is as follows: “Listed below are various areas 

of government spending. Please indicate whether you would like to see more or less government 

spending in each area. Remember that if you say “much more,” it might require a tax increase to pay 

for it. [Category:] Culture and the Arts.” The potential responses include (1) spend much less, (2) 

spend less, (3) spend same/can’t choose, (4) spend more, and (5) spend much more. 

 The dependent variable of interest, political views, surveys whether the respondent “thinks of 

self as a liberal or conservative.” The exact text of the survey question is as follows: “We hear a lot of 

talk these days about liberals and conservatives. I’m going to show you a seven-point scale on which 

the political views that people might hold are arranged from extremely liberal – point 1—to extremely 

conservative – point 7. Where would you place yourself on this scale?” To facilitate interpretation, the 



	   13 

dependent variable in the primary models included in this analysis present political views as four 

dummy variables: (1) liberals, which includes any individual who identified as “extremely liberal,” 

“liberal,” or “slightly liberal,” (2) moderates, (3) conservatives, which includes any respondent who 

identified as “extremely conservative,” “conservative,” or “slightly conservative,” and (4) not sure. 

Though these are the categories primarily used for analysis, a version of the model including the more 

nuanced categories will also be discussed in the analysis portion.  

 

 

Summary Statistics  

 Table 1 provides summary statistics for the key variables of interest. The key dependent 

variable, preferences for government spending on the arts, is highlighted in turquoise. The mean value 

2.69 indicates that the average opinion among individuals in the same is that government spending on 

the arts should stay the same (erring slightly to decreasing funds for the arts). The key independent 

variables of interest, income and party affiliation (highlighted in yellow) are also included. Mean 

income is 10.6, which if rounded up to 11, means that the average income in the sample is in the range 

of $20,000 to $25,000 a year. In terms of party affiliation, 25% of the sample identifies as liberals, 

37% identify as moderates, 34% identify as conservatives, and 4% are unsure. There are a number of 

other potentially interesting variables included in the summary statistics table including age (average 

in the sample is 46), number of children (average is 2), and race (13% are black, 78% are white, and 

8% are other race). The imbalance in the race variable is certainly a limitation of this data.  
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Variables N Mean SD Min Max

Govt Arts Spending 4,414 2.69 1.01
1 

(Much less) 55 
(Much more)

Household Income 9,082 10.6 2.45
1

(LT 1K) 512
(MT 25K)

Liberal 10,320 .25 .43
0

(No) 51(Yes)

Political Affiliation

Moderate 10,320 .37 .48

Conservative 10,320 .34 .47

Unsure 10,320 .04 .2

0
(No) 51(Yes)

0
(No) 51(Yes)

0
(No) 51(Yes)

Age 10,320 46.3 17.4 18 599

Children (Number) 10,320 1.9 1.8 0 5

Gender: Female 10,320 .56 .50

Gender: Male 10,320 .44 .50

Race: Black 10,320 .13 .34

Race: White 10,320 .78 .41

Race: Other 10,320 .08 .28

9

0
(No) 51(Yes)

0
(No) 5

1
(Yes)

0
(No) 5

1
(Yes)

0
(No) 5

1
(Yes)

0
(No) 5

1
(Yes)
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Trends and Relationships in the Data 

 As Figure 1, below, demonstrates, one of the weaknesses of the data is that a majority of the 

variation falls into the “spend less” and “spend the same/can’t choose” categories. The problem here is 

that in order to best examine what individual characteristic is causally linked to preference for 

government spending of the arts, it would be significantly more useful to have data that were well-

balanced along the three potential outcomes in the key dependent variable.   

 

 In Figure 2, the dependent and independent variable of interest – political affiliation – and 

graphed together. Whereas the distribution in Figure 1 speaks to a limitation of the data, the 

relationship examined in Figure 2 supports the central hypothesis that political affiliation is a primary 

driver of preferences for public funding of the arts. As the graph illustrates, liberals constitute the 

largest number of respondents who prefer increased funding in the arts. Conversely, conservatives are 

the majority of individuals preferring decreased funding of the arts. Finally, moderates constitute the 

largest number of individuals advocating for no change in arts-related public funding. The econometric 

analysis discussed later supports the conclusions relayed through Figure 2. 

 

0
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No Change
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Preferences for
Public Funding
of the Arts 
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2000

1500

1000
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Figure 1:
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ANALYSIS 

Conceptual Analysis 

 To examine the relationship between individual characteristics – political affiliation and 

income – and preferences for public funding of the arts, I employ an ordered probit model. This 

particular model allows for the interpretation of Likert scale variables with non-discrete ranges, in this 

case from “much less” to “much more” spending. The model produces predicted outcomes for each 

potential response category in the survey question. In the analysis portion of this paper, the exact 

interpretation of this model will be further explained. This section contains a detailed explanation of 

the model itself: 

Yart  = β0 + β1Ideology+ β2Income+ β3Control Variables + β4Ideology*Income + u 

  MODIFIED HYPOTHESIS 

Figure 2:
Stances on Public Arts Spending by Political Affiliation

Spend More No Change Spend Less

ConservativeModerateLiberal

800

600
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In this model, Yart is the key dependent variable, representing preferences for public funding of the 

arts. The independent variable of interest is political ideology. Both of these variables have been 

explained in detail in the data and methods portion of the paper. The secondary dependent variable of 

interest is income. The General Social Survey codes this as a categorical variable ranging from 1-12, 

with 1 representing an income of below $1,000, and 12 representing an income above $25,0001. As the 

median annual income in the United States is nearly $52,000 per year (US Census Bureau 2014), more 

than twice the maximum annual income represented by this variable, the income variable used in the 

model is a dummy variable coded such that the portion of the sample falling below the average income 

of all respondents ($25,000 per year) is coded as “low income,” while those respondents with an 

annual income of $25,000 per year or above are “high income.” 

 There are a number of additional control variables in the model included in an effort to 

minimize omitted variable bias, though due to the limitations of the data it certainly cannot be 

eliminated altogether. These control variables include age of the respondent, gender, race, and the 

number of children the individual has. A final additional control is the respondent’s attitudes toward 

public funding of other goods and programs, namely defense spending. This category has been 

selected in particular because common knowledge of the political landscape would suggest that if 

liberals are more likely to support funding of the arts, then conservatives are far more likely to support 

defense funding. The constant in this model is an 18-year-old male who identifies as politically 

“moderate”, is of “other” race, earns $25,000 or more per year, and has no children.  

  A second form of this regression is identical to the original model, with the exception of a 

newly introduced variable – the interaction between income and political ideology. The thought behind 

the inclusion of this variable is that although political ideology, unlike income, seems to be highly 

correlated with an individual’s preference for public funding of the arts, it is possible that income may 

influence that preference slightly. For example, while liberals are more likely to prefer spending on the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 These figures represent annual income 
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arts altogether, high-income liberals may be slightly less likely than low-income liberals to prefer such 

public funding. 

 

Econometric Analysis 

 I use an ordered probit model to conduct an econometric analysis on the relationship between 

political ideology, income, and preferences for state funding of the arts introduced in the conceptual 

analysis portion. The data used for analysis spans all years of available data, however one version of 

the model is also restricted to 2006 to account for any differences that may have arisen as a result of 

temporal change. This portion of the paper will also expand on the decision to employ an ordered 

probit model – largely a function of the structure of the key dependent variable. 

 The measure of preferences for public funding of the arts, formatted as a Likert variable, 

contains five possible responses described at length in the data descriptions portion. Simple linear 

regression models are less than ideal for the interpretation of such variables because as Daykin and 

Moffatt (2002) explain, a linear regression model would assume that the differences between each 

response were discrete and equal. However, we are certainly unable to make the claim respondents 

have some linear, standard, or constant scale by which to judge the responses and the values they 

represent. As such, an ordered probit model, which produces a separate output for each predicted 

outcome (each potential selection category), allows each selected to be interpreted individually and 

makes the output significantly more meaningful.  

 I also alter the composition of the dependent variable of interest, for the sample reasons that I 

decided to use an ordered probit model. Due to the inability to make a standard distinction between the 

normative response categories, it is not completely certain what exactly the difference between 

preferring “more” and “much more” public funding of the arts mean. As a result, the primary model 

uses a simplified version of the variable to ensure that the distinctions between the categories are as 

clear as possible. An alternate version of the model including all five categories will also be included 
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at the end of the econometric analysis portion as a comparison. The new categories included in the 

dependent variable include preferences for (1) less public funding of the arts, (2) no change in public 

funding of the arts, and (3) more public funding of the arts, where “less” funding represents the 

combination of the categories previously coded as “less” and “much less” public funding. Similarly, 

“more” funding is the combination of the categories originally coded as “more” and “much more” 

funding. Though I anticipate that this change will mute some of the variation in the central 

relationship, it seems a less biased way to examine the relationship. 

 

 The relationship was first examined through a bivariate model testing the original hypothesis 

that preferences for funding in the arts are a function of income. As can be seen Table 12, this 

relationship is neither significant at any meaningful level, nor do magnitudes of the coefficients on the 

“low income” variable suggest any causality in this relationship. 

 

 After failing to identify any meaningful relationship between income and preferences for 

spending in the arts, I regress the dependent variable on three dummy variables representing the 

political ideologies of sample respondents. To simplify things, the initial ordered probit model 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Levels of significance are presented as follows in the output tables: 1%***, 5%**, 10%* 

Table 2

Liberal

Conservative

Unsure

Public Funding of Arts

.334598***  (.0437)

-.1993937*** (.0399)

-.0300261  (.0981)

Table 1

Low Income

O Probit

--.0224487

(.0356)  

“Less”

 .0086078

(.0137)

“Same”

--.0027199

(.0044)

“More”

 --.0058878

(.0093) 
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regresses the condensed version of the dependent variable (with three options: less spending, no 

change, and more spending) on political ideology. The constant in the model is individuals 

identifying as political “moderates.” The initial output in Table 2 is not easily interpretable, 

however the significance and sign of the coefficients confirm our hypothesis that liberals are more 

likely to value increased public spending on the arts, and conservatives are more likely to value 

decreased public spending on the arts when compared to moderates. The coefficients for the 

“liberal” and “conservative” are statistically significant at even the 1% level, and while the 

coefficient for those identifying as “unsure” is not statistically significant at even the 10% level, 

this is not troubling as it seems intuitively unlikely that being politically unaffiliated should be 

correlated specifically with a preference for funding of the arts in either direction.  

   

 Examining the outputs for the individual outcomes (Table 3) is more conducive to meaningful 

interpretation. As the table indicates, those individuals identifying as “liberal” are approximately 

12.4% less likely to prefer “less spending” (again, in this case the combination of “less spending” and 

“much less spending” options), 3.1% more likely to prefer “no change” in spending, and 9.3% more 

likely to prefer “more spending,” (the combination of the “more spending” and “much more spending” 

options) when compared to those identifying as political moderates. Conversely, “conservatives” are 

7.68% more likely to prefer “less spending,” 2.7% less likely to prefer “no change,” and 5% less likely 

Table 3

Liberal

Conservative

Unsure

“Less Spending”

--.1239639***

(.0155)

.0767806***

(.0155)

.0115234

(.0378)

“No Change”

.0309866***

(.0034)

--.0267494***

(.006)

--.0038574

(.0131)

“More Spending”

.0929773***

(.0131)

-.0500312***

(.0097)

-.007666

(.0247)
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to prefer “more spending” when compared to political moderates. The coefficients in all outcomes are 

statistically significant at even the 1% level for both “liberals” and “conservatives.” As we would 

expect, the coefficients for the same outcomes are much smaller and not statistically significant at even 

the 10% for those identifying as “unsure.” Again, this is logical, as we would not expect individuals 

identifying as “unsure” to hold preferences that are significantly different than those identifying as 

“moderate.”  

 While one can see that the hypothesis that attitudes towards public spending in the arts are 

indeed a function of political ideology, with liberals exhibiting greater preference for increased 

spending and conservatives the reverse, because the comparison group is political moderates, the stark 

contrast between conservatives and liberals may appear muted in Tables 2 and 3. As a result, Table 4 

repeats the same regression, but includes “moderates” in the regression, making “conservatives” the 

constant group against which the other categories are compared. 

 

As Table 4 indicates, when compared with conservatives, liberals are 20.3% less likely to prefer less 

public funding of the arts, 3.9% more likely to prefer no change, and 15.4% more likely to prefer more 

public funding of the arts. Again, these coefficients are all statistically significantly even at beyond the 

1% level. Presenting the data in this way makes the grave contrast between attitudes toward funding of 

the arts even more apparent. 

Table 4

Liberal

Moderates

Unsure

“Less Spending”

--.1930186***

( .0153)

--.0764411***

(.0150)

--.0631158*

(.0356)

“No Change”

.0389167***

(.0037)

.0229185***

(.0044)

.0160543***

(.0065)

“More Spending”

.1541019***

(.0145)

.0535226***

(.0108)

.0470615*

(.0293)
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 Of course, attributing any causality to this relationship is impossible without first introducing 

control variables to mitigate some of the omitted variable bias. Table 5 responds to this problem by 

including a dummy variable for whether an individual’s household income is below the median annual 

income of all individuals in the sample, and a series of variables controlling for observable 

characteristics including age, gender, race, and number of children. As we would expect, the inclusion 

of these other control variables does explain some of the variation initially attributed to political 

affiliation, however the coefficients still tell the same story, and are statistically significant at the same 

level. While the impact of some variables, like age seem quite small, others, like the number of 

children an individual has do seem to significant influence preferences for public funding of the arts.  

 

Though it seems logical that as an individual has children of his own he will see the value of public 

funding of a good like the arts, as the benefits of the arts for the social and psychological development 

children are highly regarded. However, according to the data, the relationship actually seems to work 

in the opposite direction in that each child an individual has lessens the likelihood that they will prefer 

more funding for the arts. It is possible, of course, that this relationship is not linear or that it is 

Table 5

Liberal

Conservative

Unsure

Low Income

Age

Children (#)

Female

White

Black

1

.3040073***

-.1884195***

-.0961362

-.0479555

.0023292**

-.0586261***

.0614472* 

-.3034419***

.0590517   

1 (1)

-.1128432***

.0724519***

.0371425

.0183467

-.0008893** 

.0223827***

-.0234668*

.1118041***

-.0223865 

1 (2)

.0296778***

-.0255998***

-.0135707

-.0061559

.000293**

-.0073752***

.0077594*

-.0273971***  

.00695  

1 (3)

.0831654 ***

-.0468521***

-.0235719

-.0121908 

.0005962**

-.0150076***

.0157074*

-.084407***

.0154365 

Note: 1 is output for the ordered probit model; 1(1) is the first outcome - preference for less public funding of the arts; 1(2) 
is the second outcome, a preference for no change in the public funding of the arts; and 1(3) is the third outcome - 
preference for more public funding of the arts.
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capturing the true effect of another omitted variable, and therefore the inclusion of the variable in this 

form is not capturing the true relationship with preferences for government funding of the arts. 

Furthermore, it is also possible that as an individual has more children of her own, she develops 

preferences for government funding of other goods and services, and prefers that the arts remain more 

of a private consumption. 

 As we learned earlier, income does not seem to be statistically significantly related to 

preferences for funding in the arts, however as Table 6 proves, income does influence preferences for 

public funding of the arts when interacted with political affiliation. As the output for this regression 

indicates, interacting the low-income dummy variable with political affiliation has a very interesting 

effect on the relationship between political ideology and preferences for funding in the arts.  

 

Table 6

Liberal

Conservative

Unsure

Low Income

Age

Children (#)

Female

White

Black

Liberal * L.I.

Conservative * L.I.

Unsure * L.I.

2

.3836142***

--.2443773 ***

--.1283173

--.0451874

.002202**

--.0572458*** 

.0586261*

--.2970912*** 

.0609243

--.2297607**

.1697649**

.0689232

2 (1)

--.1410188***

.094076***

.0497307 

.0172805  

--.0008404** 

.021849***

--.0224309*

.1095184***

--.0230833

.0896059**

--.0633257**

--.0260277  

2 (2)

.0345916***

--.0339752***

--.0188026

--.0058135

.000278*

--.0072262***

.0074434

--.0271694***  

.0071801

--.0361663*

.0172778**

.0078704

2 (3)

.1064272***

-.0601009***

--.0309281

--.011467 

.0005625*

--.0146229***

.0149875

--.082349***

.0159032

--.0534396**

.0460479

.0181573
Note: 2 is output for the ordered probit model including interaction terms; 2(1) is the first outcome - preference for less public funding 
of the arts; 2(2) is the second outcome, a preference for no change in the public funding of the arts; and 2(3) is the third outcome - 
preference for more public funding of the arts.
  L.I. stands for “Low Income”; The last three variables are interactions between political affiliation and the low income dummy 
variable

+

+

+

+
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Whereas liberals are 14.1% less likely than moderates to favor cuts in funding toward the arts, the 

coefficient on the interaction between liberals and low-income respondents is positive and statistically 

significant, meaning that being a low-income liberal actually reduces some of the effect size in the 

relationship between being liberal and preferring increased spending in the arts. We see a similar 

relationship for conservatives, where low-income conservatives are less likely than high-income 

conservatives to value decreased public of the arts.  

 

 As previously mentioned, one of the aims of this econometric analysis is to demonstrate that 

liberals don’t simply prefer more government spending as opposed to conservatives, and that in fact, it 

is the type of spending (arts) that drives this relationship. To test this hypothesis, I used the same 

model as in Table 6, but carried out a probit model where the dependent variable is a dummy variable 

for more defense spending. As anticipated the output in Table 7 shows that the relationship for defense 

spending works in the opposite direction. Liberals are 33% less likely to prefer increased defense 

spending when compared to moderates, whereas conservatives are 22.1% more likely than moderates 

to prefer more defense spending. This model also supports the Maslow intuition that concerns like 

security and safety are much higher for individuals living in poverty. Here we see that the interaction 

between income and political affiliation supports this theory. Low-income liberals are significantly 

less likely than high-income liberals to prefer defense spending. In fact, the effect size of the 

Table 7

Liberal

Conservative

Unsure

Low Income

Age

Children (#)

 -.3323626***   (.0701)

 .221086 ***  (.0588)

  -.008816      (.1448)

 -.0523153    (.0697) 

.0025286**    (.0013)

 .0141833     (.0123)

 

More Arms
Female

White

Black

Liberal * L.I.

Conservative * L.I.

Unsure * L.I.

.0418423     (.0414)

-.2164751***   (.0802)

-.0927163    (.0952)

.3160511***     (.1128)   

.003227     (.0998)

 -.0054326    (.2164) 

More Arms
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interaction is so large that it almost negates the effect of being liberal on preferring more defense 

spending.  

 

Table 8 represents the application of the model in Table 6 to all five predicted outcomes in the original 

dependent variable. As anticipated, the trend remains the same, and the same levels of statistical 

significance apply, however the magnitude of the coefficients is slightly smaller. This is not surprising, 

as the effect measured in the previous categories is now split between two new categories.  

Table 8

Liberal

Conservative

Unsure

Low Income

Age

Children (#)

Female

White

Black

Liberal * L.I.

Conservative * L.I.

Unsure * L.I.

3

.3464947***  

--.2720733*** 

--.1533864    

--.0728301   

.0022599**   

--.0554462***   

.066313** 

--.3218607***   

.0282415 

--.1846365  

.1559725*   

.1199921  

3(1)

--.0676163***

.0613167***

.0355765

.015838

--.0004854

.0119088***-

--.0142689**

.0616833***-

--.0059932

.0430405

--.0312621** 

--.0241272  

3(2)

--.0603368***

.0434891***

.0240178

.0120464 

-.0003772**

.0092551*** 

.0074434

--.0110507  

.0565603***

.0287424**

--.0270469*

--.0207926

3(3)

.0325338***

--.0381884*** 

--.0230567

--.0094781  

.0002854 **

--.0070013***

.0084073** 

--.082349***

--.0284697***

.0034574

--.0280152* 

.0162013**
Note: 3 is output for the ordered probit model including interaction terms and the expanded dependent variable; 3(1) is the first outcome - preference for much less public 
funding of the arts; 3(2) is the second outcome, a preference for less public funding of the arts; 3(3) is the third outcome, a preference for no change in the public funding of 
the arts; and 3(4) is the fourth outcome - preference for more public funding of the arts; and 3(5) is the fifth outcome, preference for much more public funding of the arts.
  L.I. stands for “Low Income”; The last three variables are interactions between political affiliation and the low income dummy variable

+

+

+

+

3(4)

.0638049***

--.0469359***

--.0260504 

--.0128524 

.0004015**

--.00985*** 

.0117673**

--.0596934 ***

.0050472

--.0312436**

.0285628

.0219557 

3(5)

.0316143***

--.0196815*** 

--.0104872 

-.005554

.0001758*

--.0043126***

.005145**

--.0300804***

.0022399

--.0125241 **

.0135449*

.0103597 
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Table 9 represents a final robustness check of this analysis. I use the same model as in Table 6, but 

restrict the year to 2006 to account for any differences in consumption of the arts that may have arisen 

from changes in technology, and other such advancements. As the output relays, the relationship 

remains quite similar. Liberals are 11% less likely than moderates to prefer cuts in arts funding, and 

conservatives are 11.9% more likely than moderates to prefer such cuts. Conversely, liberals are nearly 

11% more likely than moderates to prefer increased public funding of the arts, and conservatives are 

9.8% less likely than moderates to prefer increased spending. These coefficients are all statistically 

significant at even the 1% level. Furthermore, although the magnitudes of the coefficients for the 

interaction terms between income and political affiliation remain somewhat consistent as the results in 

Table 6, most of the coefficients are no longer statistically significant at any meaningful level. 

 

 

Table 9

Liberal

Conservative

Unsure

Low Income

Age

Children (#)

Female

White

Black

Liberal * L.I.

Conservative * L.I.

Unsure * L.I.

4

.3388655***

--.3379572***

--.0958631 

--.02944

.0003747

--.0434922** 

--.0351012

--.1681185*

.0814438 

--.2678469 

.6103242***

--.1160793

4 (1)

--.1101736***

.1192806***

.0335641

.0101132

--.0001282

.0148794**

.0120001 

.0562158*

--.0273986

.0968286

--.1731631***

.0408835

4 (2)

.0006332 

--.0209221*** 

--.0051178 

--.001133

.0000133 

--.0015401*

--.0012251 

--.0032645   

.0018989

--.0218738

--.0432047

--.0067597

4(3)

.1095404*** 

--.0983585***

--.0284463 

--.0089801 

.0001149

--.0133393**

--.010775

--.0529513*

.0254997 

--.0749548 *

.2163678

--.0341239 
Note: 4 is output for the ordered probit model including interaction terms; 4(1) is the first outcome - preference for less public funding 
of the arts; 4(2) is the second outcome, a preference for no change in the public funding of the arts; and 4(3) is the third outcome - 
preference for more public funding of the arts. This model is restricted to data from 2006.
  L.I. stands for “Low Income”; The last three variables are interactions between political affiliation and the low income dummy 
variable

+

+

+

+
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CONCLUSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

 Despite limitations of the data, there seems to be sufficient evidence to support the central 

thesis that preferences for public funding of the arts are primarily a function of political ideology. 

Liberals are significantly more likely than conservatives to prefer increased public funding of the arts, 

whereas conservatives are much more likely to prefer decreased funding of arts and humanities 

programs. Though the literature suggests that conservatives are by nature much more reluctant to 

support expansions in government spending overall (Rudolph and Evans, 2005), the strong preference 

for increased military spending in the same sample supports the idea that the differences in these 

preferences are ideological, and specific to the type of spending proposed. 

 Aside from the econometric results of this exploration, which seem fairly intuitive given an 

understanding of the American political landscape, the real value of this research is in identifying the 

present gaps in this policy field. As a sector, the arts have played a major role in both domestic and 

international development over the last few decades. In education, for example, experts are coming to 

understand the profound impact the arts can have in engaging students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, or in facilitating the learning process for students with special needs (The John F. 

Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, 2012). More attention is being given than ever before to the 

impact of international conflict on destroying cultural artifacts (Bevan, 2006; Stone, 2005), and 

simultaneously to the role of the arts in facilitating the process of healing for those communities 

(Levine and Levine, 2011). On a local level, urban planners rebuilding cities devastated by disaster and 

economic turmoil are integrating public art works as key features of their designs (Markusen and 

Gadwa, 2010). Policymakers are using the arts, and their networks of local artists, to address social 

challenges faced by members of their communities. It is clear that the arts hold significant value in this 

sense. However, without an effort to quantify the impact that the arts through systemic evaluations and 

evidence based research assessments, government support for the arts will always remain tenuous, and 

policymakers may never be made aware of the true capability of arts and humanities programs in 
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driving progress. It is my hope that by understanding what characteristics drive individuals to value the 

arts, and moreover arts programs aimed at addressing social ills, I might contribute to body of research 

that is severely lacking by way of quantitative exploration. To embed the arts as a fundamental tool at 

the policymaker’s disposal requires evidence and a quantifiable demonstration of impact.  
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