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Stress, Science, Saliva,
and a Symphony

The Phoenix Symphony, Arizona’s only full-time professional orchestra, places a high priority on enhancing the 
quality of civic life and engaging with communities through music outside the concert hall. The organization 
has had success with an education initiative that has shown positive results. Other grant-funded programs have 
focused on wellness and have brought live music to hospitals, homeless shelters, and specialized healthcare 
facilities. The case focuses in particular on the symphony’s efforts to improve the lives of those suffering from 
Alzheimer’s disease and related dementias. The Phoenix Symphony developed a consortium of research and 
health care partners. The group launched a pilot study intended to lower stress of patients and their caregivers 
through interventions of live music. Encouraging results have led to subsequent phases of the study. The 
symphony’s management considers a host of questions concerning how the Alzheimer’s program might expand.   

This case study was prepared by Michael Alan Anderson, Associate Professor of Musicology at the Eastman School of Music. The 

Eastman Case Studies are developed solely as the basis for class discussion. Cases are not intended to serve as endorsements or 

sources of primary data nor are they to serve as illustrations of effective or ineffective leadership or decision making. This case study 

is a collaboration of the League of American Orchestras and the Eastman School of Music.Sam
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People, Pets, then Arts
Founded in 1947, The Phoenix Symphony (TPS) had 
humble beginnings, offering concerts four times 
per year in a high school auditorium. Not only has 
TPS now established itself as Arizona’s only full-time 
professional orchestra, it has also become the state’s 
largest performing arts nonprofit organization. Playing 
over 200 concerts annually, TPS serves a wide cross-
section of Phoenix’s metropolitan population—more 
than 300,000 people each year. Part of the symphony’s 
mission statement underscores an organizational 
commitment to providing “civic value” to the state 
of Arizona. Through its music, TPS endeavors to be 
a driver of Phoenix’s local economy, a social magnet 
for the city, and a catalyst for a “creative workforce” 
among younger generations.

The board and management of TPS insist on the 
organization’s integration into the community, and the 
symphony aims to become an asset to Phoenicians, 
whether they attend formal concerts or not. This 
forward-looking perspective for an arts organization 
of its size is carried out in a series of accessible and 
musical opportunities for diverse communities. A 
broad-based education and community outreach 
program reaches over 125,000 students, adults, and 
families every year in Phoenix. TPS has joined forces 
with 295 schools and community venues to share the 
gift of music and promote the spirit of true community. 
Other targeted community-based initiatives are 
beginning to hit stride and make deep impact.

The CEO of The Phoenix Symphony, Jim Ward, 
was appointed to his position in 2010 and brought 
experience strictly from the private sector. He saw 
many obstacles upon taking the reins of TPS, but also 
great upside. Jim viewed Phoenix as a vibrant, youthful 
city known for professional sports. This metropolitan 
energy was balanced by a glaringly low commitment 
to the arts in the state. Shallow support of the arts was 
further the result of the state’s demography, which 
is partly made up of “snowbirds,” that is, those who 
reside in more northern states and live in Arizona 

for only the coldest months of the year. Snowbirds 
represent some of the most promising patrons of the 
arts, but are spread thin with residences in at least 
two cities.

After his first year as CEO, 
Jim Ward summarized the 
Phoenix market with an 
aphorism: “People, Pets, 
then Arts.” What little 
philanthropic support comes 
from state government and 
corporations is foremost 
directed at human services, 
or assistance to help 
people’s needs, whether it 
be in hospitals, correctional 
facilities, homeless shelters, 
family services, or related 
institutions. Surprisingly, the second highest category 
of philanthropy is “pets,” an area which has contributed 
to improved animal welfare in Arizona. Remaining 
funding is given to projects and organizations in 
the arts. While TPS’s mission places community 
development as a core objective, the organization 
competes for a small piece of the philanthropy pie 
available for the arts to advance these intentions. Ward 
needed to pivot the organization from being perceived 
as simply a provider of classical music at Symphony 
Hall to a full partner in the revitalization of Arizona by 
creating supporting programs outside of the concert 
hall that intersected with both the educational and 
health and services needs of the community.

Mind over Music
Soon after his arrival at TPS, Jim Ward gathered 
together parties invested in community initiatives. A 
department of Education and Community Engagement 
would house these efforts and has been directed by 
Valerie Bontrager since 2014. Her office was small 
though: Valerie had only one manager beneath her 
and no staff beyond that, an arrangement that would 
burden any ambitious community undertaking. 

What little 
philanthropic 
support comes 
from state 
government and 
corporations 
is foremost 
directed at 
human services, 
or assistance 
to help people’s 
needs.
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