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Executive Summary 

Over the past ten to twelve years, quantification has come to the field of arts and 

culture. With a flurry of pilot efforts that have at least partially filled in the information 

gap about arts and culture activity, the sector has moved beyond traditional arguments 

of whether or not cultural activity could be captured in statistics.  The paper reports 

results from an inquiry about the reactions of potential data users from outside the arts 

and culture sector, specifically planning and economic development professionals, to 

the types of data and findings that are emerging from the sector.  Planning and 

economic development professions were the targets of the inquiry because they play 

central ongoing roles in communities in shaping allocation of resources for community 

investments and implementation of policies relevant to quality of life in communities. 

 

Focus groups and interviews were used to gather responses in a systematic way to:  (a) 

six types of data (employment, economic impact, assets, infrastructure, participation, 

and opinion about value), and (b) examples of synthesized findings from studies in the 

arts and culture sector. 

 

Although it may seem like a paradox, there was relatively little interest expressed by 

participants in using existing types of data about arts and culture for planning and 

investment but strong interest in the ways in which arts and culture investments can 

potentially contribute to community building and economic outcomes.  Participants 

acknowledged a valued role for the arts and culture sector but were skeptical about the 

types of data they have encountered and the sector’s interpretation and use of the data.  

The report provides an analysis of perspectives from outside the sector as a way to 

assist arts and culture advocates understand when and how they might employ 

quantitative methodologies and how to more effectively position information about the 

sector.  
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I.  The Inquiry:  Purpose and Process 

Over the past ten to twelve years, quantification has come to the field of arts and 

culture. With a flurry of pilot efforts that have filled in the information gap about arts and 

culture activity, the sector has moved beyond traditional arguments of whether or not 

cultural activity could be captured in statistics.  Those pioneering attempts have been 

funded by foundations, regional and state art organizations, and academic institutions 

and carried out by a wide range of researchers and institutions.  While these attempts at 

quantification have created attention within the arts and culture sector, we were 

interested in the reactions of potential data users from outside the sector.  Do others 

find the types of currently available data about arts and culture compelling and useful?   

 

With support from The Rockefeller Foundation, RMC Research led an inquiry designed 

to answer that question and inform future investments in data collection in the field of 

arts and culture.  We focused on learning about the reactions to arts and culture data 

from two audiences:  professionals from the fields of planning and economic 

development.  We chose the two groups because they shape many decisions that affect 

the quality of community life, including advising elected officials about the allocation of 

resources and implementation of policies that affect the sector.  Further, they are likely 

to be potential users of the types of data that have emerged from the last ten years of 

quantification initiatives in the arts and culture sector.  The planning and economic 

development professions influence decision making about a wide range of policies that 

affect quality of life—investments for economic development, promulgation and 

enforcement of land use standards, protection of natural and man-made resources, 

design of neighborhoods, and so forth.  Planners and economic developers are data-

oriented, typically collecting and using data on population characteristics, industries and 

employment, economic trends, housing conditions and needs, transportation routes and 

capacities, as well as community preferences and attitudes.   

 

To carry out the inquiry, RMC partnered directly with the American Planning Association 

(APA), the national membership organization of planning professionals, and the 

Northeastern Economic Developers Association (NEDA), a regional membership group 
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of economic development professionals.  The National Assembly of State Arts Agencies 

(NASAA) provided consultation during initial phases. 

 

In this paper we report on aspects of the inquiry that are likely to be of most interest to 

those in the arts and culture field, including those who commission, collect, and use 

data about arts and culture.  In the remainder of Section I, we briefly summarize the 

approach we used to collect reactions from planning and economic development 

professionals about data from the arts and culture sector, including the approach used 

to organize information about existing types of arts and culture data and findings from 

studies and evaluations.  We believe that the data typology that we created and the 

illustrations of synthesized study findings will be of use to others interested in 

quantification efforts in the arts and culture sector.  

 

Section II summarizes observations made by economic development and planning 

professionals which are relevant to those involved in the arts and culture sector, 

emphasizing perspectives about the interpretation and use of data by the sector.  Based 

on those observations, in Section III we present implications for communicating data 

about the sector and for future development of data sets and studies. 

 

THE INQUIRY 
We conducted focus groups and individual interviews with leaders from the two 

professional groups, selected and recruited through our national and regional partners.  

Through a series of eight focus groups and several individual interviews we gathered 

reactions in a systematic manner from forty-five national and regional leaders.  Included 

were professionals who worked for municipalities, regional planning groups, 

independent planning agencies as well as consultants to those groups.  In this paper we 

refer to the sample with these terms:  participants, professionals, and planners and 

economic developers. 

 

In each case, whether a focus group or individual interview, each data collection 

“episode” began with a presentation of background information about the arts and 
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cultural data typology and study generalizations described further below.  We then 

systematically pursued reactions to each type of data, asking participants about: 

• familiarity with the type of data and related methods; 

• reaction to the usefulness or potential usefulness of the data, including ideas for 
specific applications; 

• perceptions of validity and credibility of the data and related methods;  

• ways that the data and methodologies could be most appropriately employed 
and/or improved; and 

• suggestions for the types of information that would be useful to them. 

 

During the focused discussions, we sought areas of common opinion as well areas 

where opinions diverged.  As necessary, we provided clarifying information and 

examples, attempting to ensure that participants were reacting to consistent information 

about arts and culture data and study findings. 

 

DATA TYPOLOGY AND SYNTHESIS OF STUDY FINDINGS 
In order to discuss arts and culture data with others in a meaningful way, we first 

needed to organize a wide variety of information in a way that would be meaningful and 

readily accessible.  We were faced with addressing an array of quantification options:  

data sets, analyses of secondary data sets, pilot studies associated with particular 

locales, quality of life indices, economic impact studies, surveys of various types, 

marketing information, and so forth.  For discussion purposes, we organized data in six 

categories as follows: 

• Data about Employment in Cultural Jobs and Cultural Fields  

• Data about the Economic Impact of Cultural Activity 

• Data about Cultural Assets  

• Data about Infrastructure Supporting Cultural Activity 

• Data about Participation in Cultural Activities 

• Data about Public Opinion of Value of Cultural Activity 
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A seventh category, data about cultural vitality which addressed cultural indicators, was 

subsumed into the other six at the suggestion of the partners.  For each category, we 

created an information summary that included:   

• Definition and related terms 

• Assumptions about value, i.e. why the data might be relevant to the arts and 
culture sector 

• A short example of an actual data collection effort, including summary of findings 

• Potential utility for developers/ planners, i.e. policy actions where such data might 
be relevant 

• Similar initiatives, i.e. other actual data collection efforts to show the range of 
interest 

• Typical sources of data, i.e. secondary data bases, unique data collection efforts 

• Data challenges and issues, i.e. known limitations associated with the type of 
data. 

 
Attachment A includes information summaries for the six categories of data; references 

used in the inquiry are embedded in the summaries. 

 

We were also interested in testing out reactions to the value of a series of synthesized 

findings culled from a range of studies to determine whether participants would find 

such information useful.  For that purpose we created three examples of synthesized 

findings or generalizations, each a plausible “reading” based on the results or findings of 

five to seven different types of studies.  The studies were typically descriptive, 

correlative, or qualitative.  Examples of synthesized findings are: 

• Cultural investments promote economic development. 

• The nature of venues and locations of venues matter to equity of cultural 
participation. 

• Cultural participation, especially informal arts, enhances community building. 

 

Participants received short summaries of the studies supporting each generalization; 

see Attachment B which includes references to the studies.
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II. Findings:  Interest in Arts and Culture But  
 Skeptical about the Data  

We found a great deal of interest on the part of planning and economic development 

professionals in the larger topic of how the arts and culture sector influences community 

capacity and economic development.  Community arts and culture assets, e.g., 

museums, performing arts venues, educational opportunities, were generally accepted 

by focus group participants as positive contributors to the quality of life in their 

communities independent of quantitative proof of their value.  For a variety of reasons, 

however, this acknowledgement of the valued role of arts and culture does not 

necessarily translate into interest in the currently available types of data and research 

about the value of the sector and investments in the sector.  Instead we often 

encountered skepticism about the validity and utility of existing data and research 

findings from the professionals we interviewed.  For those who already subscribe to a 

theory of action about how arts and culture influence positive outcomes, some types of 

data such as economic impact information do have confirmatory value and as such are 

thought to be useful in the “backup toolkit.” 

 

Through the inquiry we gathered insights about the reasons that data sets and research 

studies about the sector do not seem to be influential with professionals outside the 

circle of arts and culture advocates even when they are positively inclined toward arts 

and culture activity in their communities.  The sources of skepticism are of two types:  

(1) perspectives about the sector and its characteristics and (2) limitations of the 

prevailing data collection methodologies used in the sector as well as experiences with 

the interpretation and use of the data.  In this report, we present information about the 

viewpoints expressed by professionals outside the sector in order to assist arts and 

culture advocates understand how to effectively use and position quantitative 

information.  First, we discuss viewpoints about the sector and its characteristics and 

then issues with the interpretation of particular types of data. 
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VIEWPOINTS ABOUT THE SECTOR AND ITS CHARACTERISTICS 
In this section we offer observations about how those outside the sector understand the 

arts and culture field in the context of discussions about data.  We think perceptions of 

the sector are an important backdrop for understanding the skepticism that was 

expressed by participants. 

 
For those outside the sector personal connection to the arts sometimes obscures 

understanding of arts and culture as a sector of community and economic life.   

Some professionals outside the arts and culture field view the arts and culture sector 

exclusively through their own personal and individual experiences, e.g., a son or 

daughter’s passion for music or a recent entertaining evening spent at a local theater.  

We found that participants who had limited professional experience with arts and culture 

tended to approach the topic of arts and culture data with highly contextualized 

examples or anecdotes rather than from the larger vantage point of sector or system.  It 

was difficult for them to move away from specific examples to consider the 

generalizations suggested by data or research findings. 

 

By way of contrast, in discussion of transportation sector data, the same participants 

probably wouldn’t spend a lot of time talking about their favorite car or their son’s bicycle 

shop.  But it was not at all unusual in a discussion of arts and culture data for a 

developer to describe his worry about the employment prospects for his drama-major 

daughter, or a planner to talk about the amazing offerings of the little theater in her 

neighborhood without recognizing connections to the larger arts ecology.   

 

Although highly personalized perspectives may be useful for building affinities (e.g. 

getting the attention of an elected official) or initiating conversations, they can also 

distort one’s ability to understand the sector as a sector.  If cultural interests are thought 

of only in the private or personal realm, it can be hard to “see” arts and culture as 

contributing substantively to the local economy or understand the role that small cultural 

groups play in the community.  It certainly makes is difficult to understand the value of 

quantifying, studying, or generalizing from those experiences.   
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Comprehensive and inclusive definitions of the arts and culture sector are rare; 

professionals outside the sector tend to think of the sector as synonymous with the fine 

arts.   

Professionals who have not had experience working with arts and culture activities 

rarely understand the sector as encompassing an array of disciplines and domains, i.e. 

applied as well as fine arts; traditional and folk culture as well as literature, media, and 

historic preservation; professional for-profit and nonprofit as well as informal activity.  In 

fact, we found that even when repeatedly and formally provided with information about 

the components of arts and culture, it was difficult for some participants to hold onto a 

comprehensive definition throughout discussions.  Participants tended to revert in their 

examples to narrow stereotypes of fine arts, i.e., ballet, classical music, opera, and 

painting.   

 

Of course the lack of clear definition of the sector is not at all surprising given the 

differences of opinion within the sector itself about the boundaries of the sector.  Many 

inside the sector would likely be only barely familiar with efforts to bring clarity to the 

boundaries of the sector.  So, why does a robust definition matter?   

 

If economic developers or planning professionals do not have a solid and realistic grasp 

of arts and culture as a sector of community and economic life, i.e. if perspective on the 

sector is limited by personal experience or anecdote and overly narrow in definition, 

data have little meaning and opportunities will be lost.  Certainly, without such an 

understanding there would be little perceived utility in some types of arts and culture 

data, e.g., employment data, economic impact, or even information about the 

participation of community members in various cultural activities.  More important, 

limited understanding of the sector could lead to underestimating development 

opportunities or ignoring cultural interests of entire population groups.  For example, 

while we would typically expect planners to consider the transportation, education, and 

recreational needs of a wide range of demographic groups, they may overlook the 

importance of planning cultural opportunities for the same groups if they think about 

culture only in terms of the fine arts. 
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Some professionals view the business of arts and culture as unconnected to the usual 

economic life of communities.   

We encountered some participants who tended to think about the sector’s economic 

contributions through highly visible events or productions, i.e. specialized performing 

venues, headline performers at a high-profile event, or the occasional blockbuster 

museum exhibit.  Those participants tended to assume that arts and culture enterprises 

and jobs do not depend on local suppliers and markets.  In other words, they do not see 

the role of arts and culture in the local economy in the same way they would view the 

contributions of other local businesses and sole proprietors.   

 

This type of skeptical observer judges that the talented performer on tour will spend 

profits from the performance outside the local area, but overlooks the economic role of 

the numerous front-of-house, back-of-house, marketing and sales, administrative, and 

technical personnel who are local members of the workforce.  Along the same lines, the 

newspaper headline about the museum’s purchase of a work from a distant auction 

house overshadows the understanding that the same museum invests its endowment 

with a local bank, uses a local accounting firm, works with local caterers for functions, 

purchases its specialized light bulbs from a local supplier, regularly engages a local 

printing firm, and so forth.  In other words, the lack of understanding of how arts 

businesses operate may lead to undervaluing their contributions, and, as discussed 

later means that data types that are familiar in other fields may not convey the same 

meaning when applied to the arts and culture sector. 

 
Prevailing stereotypes associated with those who work in the arts shape interpretations 

of some types of data.   

The tendency to ascribe “maverick” characteristics to those engaged in artistic pursuits 

sometimes overshadows thinking of their roles as consumers, suppliers, members of 

the business community, taxpaying residents, and community advocates.  One 

consequence of the lack of familiarity of sector operations is the dominance of 

stereotypes that influence the interpretation, meaningfulness and utility of data 

emerging from the sector.  For example, the combination of stereotypes of those who 

work in the sector and narrow sector boundaries affects whether or not a professional 

might pay attention to employment data from the sector.  Some participants described 
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arts and culture employment as typically undesirable from an economic standpoint 

based on personal experiences, stereotypes and/or narrow definitions of the sector.  

They characterize employment in the sector as generally part-time, short-term or 

episodic, and low-wage.  These views were strongly held, and held fast even in the face 

of data that suggest a contrary employment pattern within a locale or job cluster.  It was 

difficult for some participants in our focus groups to believe data that showed 

employment characteristics (e.g., weeks worked per year, median wage, household 

income) in the arts and culture sector to be quite similar to the average characteristics 

of the overall workforce.  Lack of understanding of employment and the nature of jobs in 

the arts and culture sector becomes a barrier to accepting the meaningfulness of data 

about the sector on a par with similar data about other sectors.   

 

The sector includes many small businesses (e.g., dance studios, bookstores, and 

specialty suppliers) and sole proprietors (e.g., visual artists, writers, and craftspeople)—

which can make it difficult to develop a picture of the “industry,” including the way supply 

and distribution mechanisms operate.  Understandably, economic development 

professionals tend to be most interested in activity that rises to a certain scale.  

Depending on one’s perspective about the boundaries of the sector and the linkages 

within the sector, lack of “scalability” may dissuade interest in the sector.  If one’s 

picture of an “arts worker” is limited to “one of a kind” objects made by a local sculptor, 

the imagination may not expand to the picture of a pottery-producing region that boasts 

individual artists, collectives, and related manufacturing. 

 

There is confusion over the degree to which arts and culture activities of all types are 

publically subsidized.   

Related to narrow definition of the sector is the incorrect assumption that most activity in 

the sector is carried out by not-for-profit organizations and further that those 

organizations are receiving large subsidies of public dollars from national, state or 

municipal sources.  This assumption can lead to skepticism about the validity of data 

from some economic impact studies.  For example, those who hold the belief that arts 

and culture activity is largely subsidized by public taxpayer dollars believe that the 

economic value of such activity should be discounted.  Similar to the experience with 
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employment and wage data, we found that the belief was maintained even in the face of 

contrary information about the percent of the sector that is comprised of for profit or 

individual employment and the information that shows charitable contributions from 

individual donors as the source of the vast majority of “subsidy.”   

 

ISSUES RELATED TO TYPES OF DATA, METHODS, AND USES OF DATA 
In this section, we highlight selected issues that we heard professionals raise about 

particular types of data, methodologies, or interpretations in response to the examples 

we shared with them.  The observations in this section are not intended as a complete 

account of technical issues associated with arts and culture data but illustrations of 

reasons given for caution.  While some points raised by participants are specific to data 

from the arts and culture sector, others are associated with the nature of the type of 

data or method of data collection and would apply regardless of sector.  As would be 

expected, professionals’ perspectives on validity, limitations, and utility of types of data 

in another field depend on experiences with similar data in their own fields.   

 

Inappropriate use of arts and culture data has created a cloud of suspicion.  

Professionals in other fields are wary of the ways in which advocates for increased arts 

and culture investments have used data, including over-interpreting or over-generalizing 

results and claiming causal impact from descriptive or correlational designs and data.  

Wariness typically stems from direct experience with interpretations that have been 

made by local advocates, including arts organizations and elected officials.  Elected 

officials are perceived as more tolerant of a lower evidence standard than professionals, 

using data to help generate political support for particular courses of action, e.g., the 

economic return from building a new performing arts venue or sports stadium.  The 

professionals we interviewed noted that advocates have not necessarily distinguished 

between the standards of elected officials and those of professional administrators 

when presenting arguments based on arts and culture data.   

 

Professionals have often come into contact with data about cultural assets and 

amenities through the ubiquitous quality of life indices that show comparative 

advantages of one community over another.  For lots of reasons (including the way 
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indices are constructed as well as the underlying data components), professionals tend 

to be suspicious of these types of “promotional” or competitive uses of data (other than 

those associated with public relations on the part of elected officials and boosters).  But 

those same professionals readily accept the importance of arts and culture as a 

component of quality of life and do not feel that data are necessary to prove the place of 

arts and culture in quality of life discussions.   

 

Relatively little arts and culture data is designed to be useful for the types of decision 

making of interest to economic development and planning professionals.   

Basic data about the sector, e.g., level of economic activity, employment, and public 

perceptions, are useful as descriptive information.  But for stakeholders looking to 

results of studies and data to assist in making rational investment choices (i.e. 

promoting cultural choices over others or deciding among arts and culture investments), 

the available types of data are not found to be useful, or even credible.  The data do 

little to illuminate the path of influence or value, i.e. the specific public benefits that 

accrue and sustain over time from various cultural actions.  Professionals recognize that 

arts and culture initiatives will influence community and economic outcomes and 

impacts in complex ways.  But the familiar types of arts and culture data and research 

(economic impact, cluster employment, participation, perceptions, and vitality indicators) 

are seen as emanating from an overly simplistic view of how valued outcomes are 

produced.   

 

Professionals understand that community context and quality of implementation are 

critical factors in the success of any type of investment/initiative.  Interest in research 

tends to be about the conditions under which various types of initiatives succeed or fail.   

 

Some methodologies are not as well suited to the arts and culture sector as to other 

traditional uses.   

When data types and methodologies “imported” from other fields are less well-suited for 

application in the field of arts and culture, professionals are quick to point out the flaws.  

For example, skeptics raise issues about the value of employment cluster information 

given the nature of enterprises in the cultural sector, i.e. lots of smaller scale of 
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businesses and individual proprietors, and definitional issues, specifically the localized 

nature of what constitutes cultural employment.  Small businesses may not show up in 

some types of economic statistics that are routinely collected; even a robust industry 

that is largely comprised of small businesses may not be “visible” in a region so the 

cluster approach may not be an efficient way to view cultural activity.  
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III.  Implications for Communication and Data Collection 
 

This section of the report outlines a few suggestions aimed at arts and culture 

researchers, policymakers, and funders to consider as they strive to communicate 

effectively about the sector with existing data and research findings to those outside the 

sector.  We have also included suggestions about other types of data that are of interest 

to those outside the sector.  

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR COMMUNICATION 
Audience goals.  Understanding one’s audience, including audience priorities, existing 

background knowledge, and preferred communication modes, is always the starting 

point for effective communication.  In our inquiry, it was clear that the value of the arts 

and culture sector and data about the sector were viewed through the lens of particular 

professions.  The viewpoints of members of a professional group depend on the nature 

of their “bottomline” goals and how arts and culture activity is perceived to contribute to 

those outcomes.  Contrast the “bottomline goals” of community planners with those of 

economic developers:  strengthening communities based on their assets versus 

stimulating economic activity, specifically by creating jobs.  Obviously, members of the 

two professions will differ in their interests in types of cultural data and perhaps even 

their beliefs about the credibility of arguments based on cultural data.  Planners caution 

arts advocates to be thoughtful about deciding what types of outcomes and data to 

promote: “jumping on the economic bandwagon speaks the language of those who want 

to reduce everything to dollars.”  On the other hand, economic development 

professionals charged by their communities with making wise investments of limited 

resources for measurable return are going to be naturally skeptical of information that 

promises economic return, as they would be of information about the economic potential 

for a new sports arena, shopping center, or manufacturing facility. 

 
Audience background knowledge.  While it is always important to provide context for 

quantitative information, those in the field of arts and culture bear a greater obligation.  

As described earlier in the report, there are abundant stereotypes about the sector that 

may impede accurate understanding.  Arts and culture spokespersons must be 
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especially vigilant about helping others to understand sector operations, including the 

types of roles and the nature of employment; basic definitional boundaries; relationships 

among activities including markets and distribution; connections to other sectors; and so 

forth.  Addressing directly any potential for misunderstanding is wise:  always define the 

boundaries of the sector; provide examples that expand viewpoints and counter 

stereotypes; and offer contextual and comparative information along with subgroup 

details. 

 

Information about assets.  In the rush to “prove” the sector’s worth in order to attract 

investments, arts and culture advocates may overlook relatively straightforward forms of 

information that are more highly valued by those outside the sector than economic or 

public perception data.  We found a great deal of interest, for example, in basic 

descriptive information about tangible (e.g., historic sites, arts schools, performing arts 

institutions) and less tangible cultural assets (e.g., clusters of ethnic populations, unique 

talents).  Planners and economic developers see data about assets as the most useful 

type of information for meeting some of their priorities, e.g., attracting investments in the 

form of jobs and housing, creating vital neighborhoods and downtown centers, 

enhancing safety and improving infrastructure.  Professionals were interested in ways 

that information could be organized, framed, easily accessed, and promoted to make 

local assets more visible. 

 

The potential to link arts and culture assets to related resources is especially interesting; 

examples of such linkages are public art and transit routes and facilities; performing and 

visual arts venues and hospitality amenities; artisans, suppliers of raw material, and 

distributors of products; designers and manufacturing capacity, and so forth.  Planners 

want to be able to identify and strengthen sense of “place” (as one said, “no one wants 

a cookie cutter community”) by working with assets as a system, making meaningful 

connections among assets.  Asset mapping is seen as “story generation,” the 

foundation for articulating what a community has to work with and an important bottom 

line goal of planners. Economic development professionals also want to promote “place” 

as a way to attract workers and retain higher paying industries.   
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Acknowledging limitations.  Professionals understand the limitations of 

methodologies used in their fields and expect others who employ the same methods to 

recognize and accept the same limitations.  They accept, for example, that economic 

impact data may be a useful component in the set of arguments for subsidizing 

investments in a particular industry, but may not be the stimulus for decision making or 

the deciding factor in choosing one path over another.  Using data or study findings as 

part of a multi-pronged rationale is likely to be more successful than assuming that 

study findings lead or create the argument. 

 

Unpacking contributions.  Arts and culture advocates who want to garner interest 

from professionals in other fields must take care in how they use and promote data 

about arts and culture.  Rather than focus on the global “value” of investments in arts 

and culture, advocates need practice in articulating a coherent theory of how 

investments in arts and culture actually influence specific types of positive changes—in 

other words, learning to communicate evaluatively.  Advocates should be well-versed in 

specific arts-connected “solutions” and the implementation qualities necessary to tailor 

them for specific community values—whether economic improvements, community 

capacity building, or other types of outcomes.  Instead of promoting economic outcomes 

in a singular way, consider “double outcome” projects—those that aim for success in 

community building outcomes or building community capacities that may eventually lead 

to economic outcomes.   

 

Critical mass.  Related to the point about choosing appropriate outcomes is the 

relationship among prospective influences on those outcomes.  The importance of arts 

and culture activity may only become obvious to those outside the sector when a certain 

critical mass of activity has been reached as a result of sustained and varied 

investments and initiatives that encompass different disciplines, and types of institutions 

and enterprises (nonprofit and for profit) along with related enterprises, e.g., restaurants 

and retail, educational institutions.  By the time critical mass has been reached, it may 

be difficult to untangle the specific contributions of cultural activity to determine what is 

attributable to specific arts and culture initiatives.  Sector advocates will need to become 

more comfortable with documented contributory roles (and methodologies that 
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document contribution) rather than necessarily claiming that particular investments have 

a catalyzing or starring role in producing valued outcomes.   

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR DATA COLLECTION 
Descriptive cases.  Lessons about the ways in which investments in arts and culture 

affect community building and economic development are emerging.  We found strong 

interest in cases and examples that describe how arts and culture investments unfold in 

particular contexts and include descriptive information that tracks intended outcomes, 

both intermediate and summative outcomes.  Professionals are interested in the 

rationale for why particular outcomes were chosen, and how they evolved over time.  

Longitudinal information is highly desireable:  the 6-8 year or longer time horizon is 

much more critical from the perspective of both planners and economic developers than 

the achievement of short term outcomes.  They want to have detailed information about 

inputs, including subsidies, and elements of the context that hinder and support the 

evolution of project activities.  They have a wide tolerance for the types of evidence 

used to document outcomes when the cases are specific and the context is well-

described.   

 

Cases with the following types of themes would meet participants’ interests: 

• How neighborhoods and communities have used arts/culture resources to attract 
development; 

• How neighborhoods and communities have used arts/culture resources to 
enhance local pride on the part of residents and thereby improve safety of the 
environment; 

• How planners or economic developers have recognized or built an economic 
cluster comprised of or centered on cultural enterprises and related small 
businesses/ individual entrepreneurs; 

• How community leaders have developed and marketed a sense of place or 
sense of identify for a community or portion of a community based on cultural 
assets as a way to attract/retain residents/employers; 

• How community leaders have used arts/culture to create understanding of 
particular community issues that have impeded community progress; and 

• How professionals have expanded participation in planning processes, e.g., 
master plans, neighborhood redevelopment, through arts and culture activities. 
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Synthesized findings.  At the outset of the inquiry, we were interested in determining 

the degree of interest on the part of those outside the sector in a collection of research-

informed generalizations derived from studies.  We wanted to know, for example, how 

valuable it might be to know that multiple studies had pointed in the same direction, i.e. 

that the general public tends to be more likely to participate in an arts activity in a non-

arts venue or that participation in informal arts activity facilitates the development of 

community cohesion.  We found relatively little interest in the utility of such 

generalizations compared to the utility of descriptive cases.  In retrospective, this is not 

surprising given the skepticism about currently available arts and culture data.  We 

would anticipate, however, that once the status of information about the sector has 

reached a different level of maturity, i.e. the types of descriptive cases referenced 

above, demand for generalized findings or principles based on acceptable cases and 

well-regarded studies would increase. 

 

Information about participant behavior.  Those who are interested in promoting arts 

and culture are interested in more nuanced data about patterns of behavior in the 

cultural consumer than is currently typically available to them.  To make informed 

decisions about the allocation of resources among potential cultural investments 

requires knowledge about the behavior of cultural consumers that goes beyond simple 

preferences and may be locally specific.  For example, what are the spending behaviors 

of those who are interested in certain types of cultural activities?  Under what 

circumstances will participants in informal cultural activities also elect to participate in 

other types of cultural activities?  How much cross-domain activity occurs?  To what 

extent do participants in fairs and festivals also participate in other cultural activities?  

What is the relationship between participation via media and participation in live events?  

Ready access to data that informs answers to those types question would be very 

useful to planners.   

 

Information about the role of arts education and training.  We encountered a great 

deal of interest in the role played by arts education and training for young people in 

developing skills that are valuable in the work force.  Further, formal and informal arts 

education programs were perceived to be important community assets, in part because 
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of their function in attracting and recruiting businesses.  Arts education is highly valued 

by planners and economic developers—almost instinctively—even though there is little 

understanding of how specific characteristics or qualities of the experience might be 

related to other types of outcomes; or how characteristics of other types of arts 

participation for non-youth might yield similar benefits.   

 

CONCLUSION 
This report was prepared specifically for the arts and culture audience to share insights 

that we gained during the inquiry that might be useful in collecting and positioning data 

about arts and culture.  Among other concluding activities associated with the inquiry, 

we are following through on the ideas suggested by participants for short case studies 

with themes of interest to planning and economic development professionals.  The 

intent of the case studies to be prepared in concert with the American Planning 

Association is demonstration of ways that communities have invested in arts and culture 

activity with intended civic, community, and/or economic outcomes.   
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