Arts and Culture in a Pandemic:
An Existential Threat

COVID-19 has created huge challenges for artists and arts and cultural organizations in Wisconsin, which play an
important role in the state’s economy and quality of life. These challenges come on the heels of a pre-pandemic
employment decline in the sector and declining state support, with Wisconsin allocating fewer state dollars percapita to arts and culture than any other state. Several Midwest states are now providing emergency support for
arts and culture in response to the COVID-19 crisis. Though Wisconsin faces many other compelling needs, the
severity of the challenge for the arts and culture sector, which is likely to be among the last to normalize. may
merit consideration of a similar response here.

A

s the COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted work and
daily life in Wisconsin, arts and cultural
organizations and individual artists have been
among the hardest hit. Theaters, museums, and other
cultural and entertainment venues throughout
Wisconsin and nationally have been shuttered for
several months, resulting in thousands of canceled
visits, events, and performances.
The loss of arts and cultural experiences not only has
negatively impacted quality of life in Wisconsin
communities, but it also has inflicted economic
damage. Ticket sales have largely vanished while
thousands of individuals who work in arts and culture
have joined the ranks of the unemployed. Some arts
and cultural organizations and venues that play unique
and important roles in Wisconsin and nationally now
face an existential threat.
Though only one of many ways arts and cultural venues
and organizations enrich Wisconsin, we take a closer
look here at their economic impacts. To do so, we
analyze data from the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis
(BEA) that provide insight into the contributions of arts
and culture to overall production and employment in
Wisconsin and nationally. The BEA’s Arts and Cultural
Production Satellite Account (ACPSA) is designed to
capture all economic activity directly tied to arts and
culture, such as performing arts, museums, design
services, and fine arts education, regardless of industry
or occupation. For example, the advertising and printing
sectors are not included in their entirety, but activities
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and workers that produce ads and materials for arts
and cultural activities are included.
We also consider state and federal funding support for
arts in culture in Wisconsin and in neighboring states,
including temporary emergency support provided to
help arts organizations overcome the impacts of COVID19.
Economic impac t considerable,
but growth slow
According to the most recent BEA data available, the
value added by arts and cultural activities to
Wisconsin’s economy was $10.1 billion in 2017, which
Figure 1: Impact of arts & culture on
Wisconsin's economy (in billions)
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was a 44% increase from $7 billion in 2001 in noninflation-adjusted dollars (see Figure 1). However, that
growth did not keep pace with the roughly 71% overall
growth in the state’s gross domestic product (GDP),
which measures the value of all goods and services
produced in all sectors; and it lagged the 86% increase
in the value added by arts and cultural nationally.
Nevertheless, the impact of arts and cultural activities
in Wisconsin is substantial. For context, arts and
cultural activities accounted for roughly 3.1% of the
state’s overall GDP in 2017, which was higher than
accommodation and food services (2.4%), hospitals
(2.9%), and transportation and warehousing (3.0%) and
not far behind construction (4.1%). The way the ACPSA
is created means some activities and employment
within these sectors may also be included as arts and
cultural activities, so there may be some overlap.
The share of Wisconsin’s GDP that comes from arts and
cultural activities is lower than in neighboring Illinois
and Minnesota but higher than in many other
Midwestern states including Iowa, Indiana, and
Michigan (see Figure 2). In Wisconsin, that share dipped
from 3.7% in 2001 to 3.1% in 2017. Nationally, arts
and cultural economic activity accounted for 4.5% of
gross domestic product in 2017, which was roughly the
same as in 2001. The higher proportion of arts and
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cultural production nationally is likely driven in large
part by a few large states with strong concentrations of
those jobs and large economies, including California
(8.2%) and New York (7.5%).
In 2017, 96,651 people were employed full-time or
part-time in arts and cultural production in Wisconsin,
which accounted for 3.2% of total employment.
Nationally, jobs in arts and culture represented 3.4% of
all jobs in 2017, meaning Wisconsin tracks relatively
close to the national average. The state’s 2017
employment figure was up slightly from 2013 but down
24% since 2001 (see Figure 3). Employment in arts and
culture declined by 11% nationally between 2001 and
2017, meaning Wisconsin lost these jobs at more than
double the national rate.
The COVID-19 pandemic has caused unemployment to
increase sharply in Wisconsin across many sectors, with
arts and culture among the hardest hit. State estimates
show 33.9% of those employed in the arts,
entertainment, and recreation sector in Wisconsin filed
initial claims for unemployment between March 15 and
July 5, which was the third highest among all sectors
behind only accommodation and food services (39.1%)
and manufacturing (37.1%). While the jobs included in
the arts, entertainment, and recreation sector do not
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align perfectly with those in the federal ACPSA data,
they nevertheless provide perspective on the scale of
the pandemic’s impact on arts and culture employment
in Wisconsin.

Figure 3: Employment in arts & culture in
Wisconsin
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Less public funding for arts &
culture in Wisconsin
Because of the quality-of-life value that arts and culture
convey to all residents, it is a sector of most states’
economies that receives at least some modest public
support. For that reason, in considering the role of arts
and culture in the state’s economy, it is also worth
considering the direct support it receives from the state
and federal government. Though small in relation to the
entire sector, this public support may help to support
activities and institutions that would be difficult to
sustain through private means alone.
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Most U.S. states have an agency dedicated to
supporting arts and cultural activities. In Wisconsin, that
agency is the Wisconsin Arts Board. These organizations
use grants to distribute state, federal, and smaller
miscellaneous funds to individual artists and arts
organizations. To receive federal funds channeled
through the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), a
state must at a minimum match the federal grant
amount.
Compared with surrounding Midwestern states,
Wisconsin provides the least amount of state aid in
support of arts and cultural activities. The state
appropriated $1.6 million to the Wisconsin Arts Board in
2020, comprised of general fund, federal, and smaller,

miscellaneous revenues. Of that amount, the $770,000
allocated from the general fund was the minimum state
match required to qualify for federal NEA funds. The
2020 allocation is 58% less than the $3.7 million
allocated in 2010, without adjusting for inflation. In that
year, $2.4 million was appropriated from the state’s
general fund, $759,000 from the federal government,
and $546,000 from other sources.
As shown in Figure 4, state funding allocations for arts
and culture in surrounding states varied widely in in
2020. Iowa appropriated a similar amount of state
funds as Wisconsin, while each of the other states
provided substantially more. Minnesota offered the
greatest support for arts and culture, allocating $41

Figure 4: Public Funding Support for Arts and Culture*
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Figure 5: Per-capita state support for arts and culture (2020)
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million by drawing upon its general fund as well as a
special Arts and Culture Heritage fund. Among the
Midwestern states we analyzed, Minnesota’s Arts and
Cultural Heritage Fund is a unique form of state support
generated through a portion of “Legacy Amendment”
sales tax revenues that were approved through a voter
referendum in 2008 and are in effect until 2034. The
tax revenues are also directed to activities that protect,
restore, or enhance natural and wildlife resources and
habitats, parks, and trails.
On a per-capita basis, Wisconsin provides less state
support than its neighboring states and in fact ranks
last among all U.S. states. As shown in Figure 5, general
fund dollars allocated to arts and culture in 2020
amounted to 13 cents per capita in Wisconsin
(excluding federal or other minor sources of revenue).
Iowa and Indiana stood somewhat higher at 39 cents
and 59 cents per capita, respectively. At $7.37 per
capita, Minnesota was once again the outlier providing
the greatest support.
With COVID-19 devastating the arts and culture sector,
several neighboring states have taken additional steps
to provide emergency support in 2020. For example,
Illinois created the Arts for Illinois Relief Fund, which by
April 1 had raised $4 million in public and private sector
funds to provide grants for arts organizations and
individual artists. Similarly, Iowa created the an Arts &
Culture Emergency Relief Fund, with funding for the first
round of grants appropriated by that state’s Legislature.
The Minnesota State Arts Board has proposed two new
pilot grant programs for 2021 to provide additional
support for artists and arts organizations impacted by
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COVID. Wisconsin and several other neighboring states
have not taken similar actions to date.
These state efforts complement federal assistance
provided through the NEA. The Coronavirus Aid, Relief,
and Economic Security (CARES) Act, which was enacted
in March 2020, provided $75 million to the NEA to
distribute emergency grants to regional, state, and
individual arts organizations for general operating
expenses. Those grants do not require a state match.
The Wisconsin Arts Board received and redistributed in
July approximately $466,000 from the CARES Act and
an additional $78,000 it received from Arts Midwest, a
regional arts support organization. The NEA also
provided a total of $600,000 in grant funding directly to
a dozen Wisconsin arts organizations. These funds
provided a combined total of more than $1.1 million in
emergency relief.
Many arts and cultural organizations in Wisconsin also
sought and received direct assistance from the federal
Paycheck Protection Program (PPP), which was part of
the CARES Act. For example, the Milwaukee Symphony
Orchestra secured a loan valued at over $2 million –
the largest such PPP loan received by an arts
organization in Wisconsin. The Milwaukee Art Museum,
Milwaukee Repertory Theater, and Marcus Center for
the Performing Arts in Milwaukee and the Overture
Center Foundation in Madison each received loans of at
least $1 million. Most arts organizations in Wisconsin
that secured loans did so for much smaller amounts.
Congress is currently considering at least three bills that
would provide additional assistance for arts and cultural
organizations and venues. The ENCORES Act, which was
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introduced by Wisconsin Congressman Ron Kind in the
U.S. House of Representatives, would provide smaller
performing arts venues with a 50% tax credit for the
value of refunded tickets provided they offer vouchers
to customers. In the Senate, the Save Our Stages Act
would provide grants to support independent
performing arts venues and promoters, while the
RESTART Act would create a loan program for
businesses affected by COVID–19 and extend the loan
forgiveness period for the PPP program for the hardest
hit businesses.
Arts organizations suffering in
Milwaukee
For additional perspective on how local arts
organizations have been affected by COVID-19 and their
outlook for the future, we analyzed data collected by
Milwaukee’s United Performing Arts Fund (UPAF)
through a survey of its member organizations. UPAF’s
members include both professional and youth-oriented
dance, music, and theater organizations with budgets
that vary widely in size. UPAF’s survey asked about
COVID-19 impacts on staffing, performances, youth
programming, and organizational finances and covered
both actual impacts on the 2019-20 season and
projected impacts on the 2020-21 season. While
UPAF’s member organizations represent only one slice
of the state’s broader arts and culture sector, their
responses show the stark challenges many of these
organizations face.

Staff Reductions
Twelve of the 13 organizations that responded to
UPAF’s survey (identified below in Figure 6) indicated
they have had to lay off, furlough, and/or reduce the
salaries of some or all of their employees, affecting a
total of 554 workers. Looking to the 2020-21 season, at
least 10 organizations expect continued staffing
reductions, with the number of affected employees and
artists projected to rise to at least 1,033.
Cancelled Performances
Although Wisconsin’s Safer at Home order ended on
May 13, most performing arts venues remain closed,
with many planned performances and new productions
postponed or cancelled. Both arts organizations and the
public remain wary of returning to indoor events with
large groups of people. At the same time, arts
organizations often cannot make the financing work to
carry on with performances in theaters that are only half
full.
UPAF organizations cancelled a combined total of 483
performances during the 2019-2020 season (which
ended June 30, 2020 for most organizations), with
every survey respondent reporting at least some
cancellations. Those cancellations meant that nearly
168,000 patrons did not experience those
performances or contribute ticket sale revenues. Eleven
of the 13 respondents expect to cancel a projected
1,090 additional events during the 2020-21 season.

Figure 6: PPP loans received by UPAF organizations
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Cancelled Educational Programming
Several UPAF organizations are entirely youth-focused
while all but one of the others provide at least some
educational programming for youth. Survey respondents
reported that a combined 65,912 students did not
receive educational programming due to the pandemic
during the 2019-20 season, which included a total of
2,994 cancelled classes. In 2020-21, the organizations
project that 83,940 students will miss out on
programming and at least 2,834 more classes will be
cancelled.
Financial Impacts
With every UPAF organization cancelling events due to
COVID-19, it is unsurprising that all reported revenue
losses as well. Those losses totaled $6.7 million for the
2019-20 season but were partially made up through
savings due to reduced operating expenses. Still, eight
of the 13 respondents reported combined net losses of
$3.1 million for the season and their employees and
partners would have suffered additional losses. For the
five reporting positive net profits (which include
unrealized expenses like foregone performance facility
rentals and furloughed staff), the combined total was
$623,000.
Across the board, net losses would be much higher if
not for federal relief. All UPAF member organizations
secured federal Paycheck Protection Program (PPP)
loans, which have helped them to weather the
pandemic through salary, wage, and operational
support (See Figure 6). The combined value of the loans
was roughly $6.3 million, and the organizations
reported spending a combined $5.5 million of that
(88%) by June 15.
With funding from the PPP loans nearly spent and
performances expected to be cancelled well into the
future, UPAF organizations expect financial losses to
continue in the 2020-2021 season. Nine organizations
project net losses of a combined $2.9 million. The
remaining four also project revenue losses due to
COVID-19, though lower expenses attributable to the
pandemic are expected to offset the losses at a
sufficient amount to realize a net profit. Those
combined net profits are projected to total $764,000.
Another useful metric for understanding an
organization’s financial solvency in an emergency
situation is its “defensive interval ratio,” which is the
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number of days it can operate using only liquid assets
or similar resources, such as cash, investments, and
lines of credit. The UPAF organizations vary in the
number of days they can operate at full capacity,
ranging from 34 days to 395 days. Six of the 13 UPAF
organizations do not have the resources to sustain
normal operating expenditures past 180 days (six
months). Only two could operate using liquid assets for
a full year or more.
This assessment is based on normal annual
expenditures and does not account for adjusted annual
expenses in the 2020-21 season given recent
furloughs, layoffs, and other operating changes to offset
revenue losses caused by the pandemic. Those changes
may increase the number of available operating days
using only liquid assets. It also does not account for the
fact that organizations with large endowments may rely
on a percentage of annual earnings from their
investments and endowments to operate, and therefore
may be unwilling to spend down those assets beyond a
certain point. In any case, it is clear that the long-term
financial health of some UPAF organizations is
precarious.
Some organizations or segments of the arts and culture
sector in Milwaukee and statewide may struggle to
survive COVID-19 more than others due to their heavier
reliance on earned revenue. For example, ticket sales
and concessions account for 52% of the Milwaukee
Repertory Theater’s total revenue compared with only
11% of total revenue for the Milwaukee Symphony
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Orchestra, which traditionally receives considerable
support from grants and donations.
While UPAF’s member organizations are all in the
Milwaukee area, similar situations are playing out
across the state, as evidenced by the economic impact
and job loss data provided earlier in this report. Arts and
cultural organizations are unable to operate at normal
levels due to the pandemic, and many likely do not have
the financial reserves to weather a sustained loss of
revenue.
Conclusion
COVID-19 has brought about unprecedented challenges
for arts and cultural organizations and individual artists
throughout the U.S. The problem may be particularly
acute for Wisconsin where, even before the pandemic,
growth in arts and cultural production was not keeping
pace with national growth, and employment in arts and
culture was declining at a faster rate than nationally.
Wisconsin also has allocated state funds in support of
arts and culture at levels well below its neighboring
Midwest states.
Looking ahead, even with some economic sectors
starting to rebound as pandemic-related restrictions
have been relaxed, arts and cultural activities may be
among the last to normalize. Continued social
distancing guidelines and restrictions on large
gatherings, the public’s discomfort with such gatherings
even where they are allowed, and the job cuts and
economic conditions that have reduced the
discretionary spending of many households all will
continue to negatively impact museums, performing
arts venues, and other arts and cultural facilities and
organizations for the foreseeable future.
The availability of arts and cultural activities and
amenities contributes to Wisconsin’s economy and
quality of life and helps ensure the state can attract and
retain both businesses and talent. While there are other
sectors that some may believe are in greater need of
immediate attention – like child care and health care –
the negative impacts on the arts and culture sector
clearly are severe and likely surpass most others.
Lawmakers in neighboring states have taken action to
ease the pain, and such consideration may now be
merited by state policymakers in Wisconsin.
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