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The Campaign,  
in Retrospect
It is easy to blame the mayor’s unfortunately timed scandal, the opposition’s fact-
bending messages, or even the Koch brothers’ voter identification database for the 
referendum’s failure. Indeed, the mayor’s scandal and resignation may have been 
enough to doom the Let’s Move Nashville vote. 

But the extraordinary margin of defeat strongly suggests that many dynamics 
were at play. Those hoping to learn from it must examine the full breadth of factors 
contributing to the referendum’s failure, focusing on what Mayor Barry and the 
Transit for Nashville campaign could control. 



53 The Campaign, in Retrospect

Don’t take key constituencies for granted in your campaign plan
Several people interviewed for this case study believe that the cam-
paign was on track to fail as early as the mayor’s November an-
nouncement about ceasing inpatient services at Nashville General 
Hospital. This was the last in a string of announcements that alien-
ated African American Nashvillians, whose importance as a transit 
voting bloc was amplified by the mayor’s choice to hold the refer-
endum in May 2018. While major drops in African American sup-
port were not seen in polling results until after the mayor’s March 
resignation, this series of decisions made voters more skeptical of 
the transit plan and more receptive to the opposition’s messages.

The disconnect between the mayor’s actions and the strategic im-
portance of African American voters was paralleled by the Transit 
for Nashville campaign. Like the mayor’s team during the Let’s Move 
Nashville planning process, the lead Transit for Nashville consul-
tants had not included people of color in senior decision-making roles 
during the campaign planning process. The campaign manager—a 
person of color—was hired as a senior decision-maker, but only after 
the campaign strategy had been developed. The campaign treated 
African American voters like any other “interest group,” despite 
their outsized role in deciding previous May elections in Nashville. 

Build flexibility into your campaign to make sure you can learn 
and adapt to changing circumstances
In their efforts to stick to the campaign strategy, Transit for Nashville 
leadership failed to adjust as new information became available. By 
the time campaign leaders acknowledged the magnitude of their prob-
lems in the African American community, it was likely too late. While 
Transit for Nashville consultants and spokespeople delivered scripted 
messages in line with the campaign’s strategy, NoTax4Tracks’s jeff carr 
spoke with ease in prepared and off-the-cuff remarks. 

Some campaign consultants perceived that the campaign was losing 
ground in African American and Latinx communities. Those con-
sultants raised their concerns to the campaign’s management team 
only to feel like their ideas were being shot down or ignored. These 
experiences were emblematic of what campaign staff and volunteers 
described as a top-down campaign structure, in which their expertise 
was not solicited, acknowledged, or employed. 

Align campaign organizing and leadership structure with stra-
tegic goals

While Transit for 
Nashville consultants and 
spokespeople delivered 
scripted messages in 
line with the campaign’s 
strategy, NoTax4Tracks’s 
jeff carr spoke with ease in 
prepared and off-the-cuff 
remarks. 
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The Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce coordinated with the may-
or’s office and was the engine behind the Transit for Nashville cam-
paign. Without the chamber’s advocacy and fundraising efforts, the 
referendum may never have happened and the IMPROVE Act might 
never have included provisions enabling a transit vote in the first place. 

The chamber had done exhaustive research in anticipation of the 
campaign, including a review and synthesis of lessons learned from 
twenty-five previous transit referendums and various Nashville-spe-
cific research that informed the early strategy of the mayor’s office 
and the campaign. 

The chamber’s institutional blind spots, however, hampered the 
coalition and campaign efforts. Since the chamber hired and oversaw 
the Transit for Nashville campaign staff, it is thus ultimately account-
able for management of the campaign. While the chamber was not 
generally involved in the campaign’s day-to-day activities, it still 
missed several opportunities to ensure that the campaign put itself 
in a position to win. For example, the chamber could have formed a 
more ideologically and racially diverse steering committee to guide 
the campaign’s strategy, ensured that more diverse voices were in-
cluded in the campaign’s management, or acted more urgently in 
response to early coalition member concerns. 

The chamber also could have designed consultant contracts to 
include stronger incentives for winning the campaign and for overall 
financial efficiency. PR agencies are not typically well suited to run 
political campaigns, both because of their hourly billing structure and 
lack of both issue- and campaign-specific expertise. In retrospect, 
paid and volunteer campaign members view Transit for Nashville as 
consultant- and paid media–heavy, likely at the expense of direct voter 
outreach. This may have increased the margin of defeat in outlying 
areas of Davidson County in particular. 

Build an independent and inclusive pro-transit coalition
The chamber might have been better off ceding more decision-mak-
ing responsibility to coalition partners. Businesses cannot vote, so 
the chamber needed its coalition partners to help mobilize the peo-
ple of Nashville. It had counted on Mayor Barry to lead that mobi-
lization, a strategy that seemed sound at the time but ultimately 
backfired. A coalition independent from the campaign, or with lead-
ers empowered to directly inform campaign strategy, could have 
mitigated the fallout from Mayor Barry’s scandal and resignation. 

The chamber’s role at the top of the campaign created an optics 
problem for both the campaign and the coalition. While the chamber 

Without the chamber’s 
advocacy and fundraising 
efforts, the referendum 
may never have happened 
and the IMPROVE Act 
might never have  
included provisions 
enabling a transit vote  
in the first place. 
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was perceived as a relatively trustworthy institution in early campaign 
public opinion polling, the opposition campaign and other skeptics 
cited the chamber’s role to suggest that the campaign was driven 
by and for the benefit of Nashville elites. Several potential coalition 
members balked at the fact that chamber member CoreCivic—a na-
tional, for-profit prison owner/operator—was a coalition member. 
The chamber declined to exclude this company from the coalition, 
citing its financial contributions to the campaign. 

Diversifying campaign and coalition leadership would have re-
quired the chamber to voluntarily give up some of its own power. Much 
of that power derived from the chamber’s outsized role in funding the 
campaign effort—it raised all but a fraction of 1 percent of Transit for 
Nashville’s budget. The Transit for Nashville coalition was both or-
ganized by chamber staff and run by the chamber-funded campaign, 
and the appointed coalition “co-chairs,” representing key community 
organizations, were assigned roles as spokespeople, not leaders. 

Build a diverse bench of spokespeople and plan for a scrappy 
and organized opposition
Interviewees skeptical of the plan almost uniformly perceived jeff 
carr to be the most trusted voice during the referendum despite the 
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NoTax4Tracks campaign’s often-disingenuous messaging. NoTax-
4Tracks and allied referendum opponents peddled false messages 
about light rail or public transit more generally being “outdated 
technology,” inflated the plan’s cost estimates, misled voters about 
the plan’s roadway investments, and promoted and published opin-
ion pieces under fake names.60 This may be the new norm for transit 
campaigns in major US cities and must be anticipated. 

Once Mayor Barry was sidelined, the Transit for Nashville campaign 
had no spokespeople whose messages resonated with voters the way 
carr’s did. Only after Mayor Barry’s scandal broke did it become 
apparent how shallow Transit for Nashville’s bench of spokespeople 
was. The chamber and campaign leadership struggled to find a new 
face—or faces—of the referendum. 

Place equity at the heart of the plan’s design
Nashville is nearly 30 percent African American yet has never had 
an African American mayor. One of the city’s largest transportation 
infrastructure projects, Interstate 40, runs straight through a his-
torically African American neighborhood61 despite lawsuits brought 
by local activists to stop the project in the 1960s.62 The benefits of Nash-
ville’s recent and rapid growth have not accrued to working-class Nash-
villians or Nashvillians of color to the degree they have for wealthier, 
whiter Nashvillians, and housing-cost growth has dramatically outpaced 
wage growth. Traffic continues to worsen, while affordable alternatives 
to driving alone, including transit, remain inconvenient or unsafe. 

With this history in mind, it was telling that affordable housing over-
took traffic as Nashvillians’ number-one concern in January 2018 public 
opinion polling. The plan’s light rail–heavy budget stoked fears of gentri-
fication and displacement. The chamber’s dominant role in the Transit 
for Nashville campaign made many observers suspect the plan was 
driven by business leaders and real estate speculators, rather than by an 
overriding interest in improving transportation access. These concerns 
were held even among strong referendum supporters and senior staff on 
the Transit for Nashville campaign. 

The plan’s transportation benefits would likely have accrued predom-
inantly to working-class people and people of color, but good-faith crit-
ics of the plan pointed out that it was not designed to maximize these 
benefits. Equity-promoting aspects of the plan like reduced fares for 
low-income riders and improved AccessRide service were a tiny portion 
of the budget. 

The procedure of developing the planning and campaign strategies 

The plan’s transportation 
benefits would likely have 
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to working-class people 
and people of color, but 
good-faith critics of the 
plan pointed out that it was 
not designed to maximize 
these benefits.

https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/2018/04/09/nashville-transit-plan-opinion-fake-name-photo/501080002/
https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/2018/04/09/nashville-transit-plan-opinion-fake-name-photo/501080002/
https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/2018/04/09/nashville-transit-plan-opinion-fake-name-photo/501080002/
http://www.tn4me.org/sapage.cfm/sa_id/248/era_id/8/major_id/12/minor_id/9/a_id/172
http://www.tn4me.org/sapage.cfm/sa_id/248/era_id/8/major_id/12/minor_id/9/a_id/172
http://www.tn4me.org/sapage.cfm/sa_id/248/era_id/8/major_id/12/minor_id/9/a_id/172
https://etd.library.vanderbilt.edu/available/etd-04202016-073836/unrestricted/Rucker.pdf
https://etd.library.vanderbilt.edu/available/etd-04202016-073836/unrestricted/Rucker.pdf
https://etd.library.vanderbilt.edu/available/etd-04202016-073836/unrestricted/Rucker.pdf


57 The Campaign, in Retrospect

was also inequitable by virtue of failing to include a sufficiently broad 
range of perspectives among decision-makers. Members of the planning 
team did fight for increased operating funds for the bus system, and the 
mayor herself insisted on the addition of the Northwest light rail corridor 
to bring light rail service into North Nashville, but voters ultimately 
perceived that these additions did not go far enough. 

Treating equity as a core design principle would have been the right 
thing to do and strategically advantageous for both the mayor’s office 
and the chamber of commerce. 

Set the narrative with clear, consistent messaging, and focus 
on the plan’s likely benefits
The Transit for Nashville campaign’s messaging was reactive, 
muddled, and inconsistent, which eroded trust in multiple ways. 
Transit for Nashville forfeited a nearly six-month head start when 
NoTax4Tracks ran the election’s first TV advertisements, putting 
Let’s Move Nashville supporters on the defensive. 

Transit for Nashville’s central promise was that the Let’s Move Nash-
ville plan would reduce traffic. The lead campaign consultants chose 
this message because it polled extremely well, and because polling 
also suggested that voters would respond more positively to vague 
messages about the plan’s benefits rather than the plan’s specifics. 
In this case, the campaign’s desire for simplicity obscured the vul-
nerability of the emphasis on traffic. 

Opponents repeatedly argued, disingenuously, that bus improvements 
would not provide Nashvillians with alternatives to sitting in traffic and 
that the referendum would not fund any “highway or road expansion” 
improvements. These opposition messages undermined referendum sup-
porters who stayed “on-message” with traffic-reduction talking points, 
and made the campaign look disorganized when referendum supporters 
acknowledged that an improved transit system would not, in fact, reduce 
traffic. Combined with controversy about the discrepancy between the 
$5.4 and $8.9 billion cost estimates, this allowed opponents to undermine 
Transit for Nashville’s credibility. 

Focusing almost exclusively on traffic misses the opportunity to 
promote transit’s most valuable and indisputable benefits—giving 
people a more affordable transportation option and eliminating the 
stress of driving commutes—both of which especially help work-
ing-class residents, older residents, and residents with disabilities. 
The second part of the campaign’s slogan—“more time for what mat-
ters”—captured some of this spirit, and Mayor Barry emphasized the 

Many of Nashville’s “Pikes”  
offer poor walking conditions.
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plan’s equity benefits early on, but over the course of the campaign 
these messages were drowned out by the focus on traffic. 

Public opinion data is valuable, but it must be interpreted carefully. 
While voters responded more favorably to vague messages than to 
the specifics of the Let’s Move Nashville plan, that may have foreshad-
owed that specific aspects of the plan would in fact prove unpopular. 
When transportation experts expressed reservations about messages 
emphasizing traffic reduction, campaign PR experts dismissed these 
concerns rather than trying to understand the implications. Polling 
is only one data source among many, and others—including expert 
opinion and qualitative analysis—can offer important insights. 

The campaign also struggled to convince voters that this plan could 
make a dent in traffic that Metro Nashville residents perceived (rightly 
or wrongly) as a problem largely caused by neighboring counties. This 
challenge won’t go away, but the plan’s particularly large price tag 
made the campaign’s claim that Let’s Move Nashville was “only a first 
step” ring hollow. 

More broadly, people engaged in the campaign felt that Transit for 
Nashville’s messages and emphasis would change from meeting to 
meeting, which NoTax4Tracks seized upon in public forums. This 
might have been mitigated with better preparation for campaign 
spokespeople, but many of those spokespeople were diverted in the 
middle of the campaign by the mayor’s scandal. 
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When transportation experts 
expressed reservations 
about messages emphasizing 
traffic reduction, campaign 
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understand the implications. 
Polling is only one data source 
among many, and others—
including expert opinion and 
qualitative analysis—can 
offer important insights. 



TransitCenter | Nashville Derailed60

Conclusion
The Barry administration put together the biggest plan it 
felt it could pass, and the chamber of commerce put its full 
weight behind the Transit for Nashville campaign. But on 
election day, most Nashville voters did not feel that this plan 
aligned with their priorities. 
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A handful of unique circumstances eroded support for the plan, 
most notably the mayor’s scandal and resignation. Still, the lopsided 
results and the interviews conducted for this case study strongly 
suggest that both the plan itself and ensuing campaign were built 
on unstable strategic foundations. 

The failure of the Let’s Move Nashville referendum is an unequivocal 
setback for Nashville’s transportation system and will be an import-
ant cautionary tale for transit advocates and city leaders across the 
country. 

It also offers an array of valuable lessons for advocates, elected of-
ficials, and agency staff alike. Chief among these lessons, advocates 
and leaders should take extra care to stress-test their plans with a 
diverse set of stakeholders and community members during the early 
stages of their planning processes. Winning a transit referendum is 
hard work—in most US cities, passing one requires getting a majority 
of voters to increase their own taxes to pay for a system that benefits 
everyone but will be used only by a minority of voters. 

Equity concerns will look different in every city depending on what 
challenges its residents face—but these challenges must be acknowl-
edged and proactively incorporated into successful plans. Thought-
ful consideration should be made to ensure equity is a core design 
criterion in the plan’s development process, in its funding structure, 
and in the benefits created by the plan’s ultimate implementation. 
These considerations will make the resulting plans stronger, easier 
to convey, and more likely to gain support. 

Ballot measures will continue to be an essential tool for raising 
long-term funding to support public transit in the US. Nashville’s 
referendum does not offer a roadmap to success, but it nonetheless 
offers many lessons, positive and negative, for civic leaders to learn 
from as they seek to scale up their communities’ transit investments. 

Advocates and leaders 
should take extra care 
to stress-test their 
plans with a diverse 
set of stakeholders and 
community members 
during the early stages of 
their planning process.
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Nashville’s leaders will have to go back to the drawing board to determine a more 
resilient path to dedicated funding for their transit system, but there are ample 
reasons to be hopeful.

Some Nashvillians are likely to oppose transit funding no matter what, but 
chamber of commerce and campaign polling prior to the referendum pegged that 
number at about 30 percent of Nashville residents. A multimodal plan with a broad 
base of community support,63 run in a high-turnout election, and perhaps without 
the specter of a high-profile mayoral scandal, could thus have more than enough 
room to earn passage among Nashville’s electorate. 

What Comes 
Next for Nashville 
Transit? 

Epilogue
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The Transit for Nashville coalition has reformed as Connect Mid-
TN.64 Recent municipal elections yielded a new council and a new 
mayor, John Cooper65—who vocally opposed Let’s Move Nashville but 
endorsed the Nashville Community Transportation Platform, a com-
munity-organization-backed proposal to improve citywide bus service, 
expand walking and biking networks, reduce traffic deaths, and dedi-
cate funding to transit.66 There is reason for hope but also uncertainty 
regarding the prospects for new transit funding in Nashville. With a 
massive budget cut now on the books for WeGo Transit, the need for 
sustained investment in transit operations has never been greater.67 

What would it look like for transit advocates, elected officials, and 
agency staff in Nashville to implement the lessons learned from the 
Let’s Move Nashville referendum? 
Advocates
•  Focus on building resilient, long-term transit advocacy infrastructure: 

if not developing a formal coalition, then developing strong ties with 
allied groups, especially those with the ability to mobilize voters and/or 
other key stakeholders, and cultivating relationships with the reporters 
who cover city politics and/or transportation specifically. 

•  Hold elected officials accountable for delivering on existing prom-
ises to ensure near-term wins and to build a public understanding 
of what useful transit looks like.

Elected officials
•  Direct agency staff to undertake a new round of community con-

versations that focus on understanding residents’ and transit riders’ 
near-term priorities for improving transportation access.

•  Identify and pursue immediate, low-cost opportunities to improve 
the public transit system in visible ways while continuing to publicly 
stress the need for a sustainable, long-term funding source.

•  Seek out meetings to rebuild and strengthen relationships with key 
stakeholders in advance of a potential future referendum.

Transportation agency staff
•  Make clear in private and in public what the benefits of dedicated 

funding would be to your operations and how this affects your 
agency today.

•  Implement community engagement practices designed to proac-
tively identify and respond to community needs, thereby fostering 
long-term trust. 

•  Work proactively to communicate the connection between desired 
transit improvements and the challenges and needs your constitu-
ents are facing—including affordable housing, changing land-use 
patterns, and inequality. 

What would it look like for 
transit advocates, elected 
officials, and agency staff 
in Nashville to implement 
the lessons learned from 
the Let’s Move Nashville 
referendum? 
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