
Revitalizing downtown with public art

There is growing agreement that invest-
ment in arts and culture can generate signifi-
cant economic benefits for cities of all sizes. 
Looking at data collected across numerous 
studies, along with the broad array of recent 
arts and culture projects shows that the right 
strategy and implementation — whether 
initiated by the public sector or private inter-
ests — can result in significant increases in 
property values, revenues, and jobs.

The most comprehensive study of the 
economic impact of arts investment — at 
least for the nonprofit arts sector — is con-
ducted by Americans for the Arts, a national 
nonprofit.

The group’s most recent report Arts & 
Economic Prosperity IV, provides some 
encouraging data regarding the return on arts 
investment nationally, and on the local level.

The organization’s previous study on the 
nonprofit arts and culture industry’s eco-
nomic impact was done in 2005, so the more 
recent document demonstrates the impact 
of the Great Recession on this industry, its 
resiliency, and its value in attracting dollars 
to other businesses downtown. 

Findings from 182 regions representing 
all 50 states and the District of Columbia 
were compiled to formulate national esti-
mates as well as a picture of what is happen-
ing in each of those regions. The communi-
ties studied were both rural and urban, with 
populations ranging from 1,600 to 4 million.

According to the 2010 study, the non- 
profit arts and culture industry generated 
$135.2 billion of economic activity that 
year; $61.1 billion in operating expenses and 
related costs, and another $74.1 billion in 
event-related expenditures by their audiences. 
That economic activity supports 4.13 million 
full-time jobs and generates $86.68 billion in 
resident household income. The industry also 
generates $22.3 billion in revenue for local, 

state, and federal governments every year.

“America’s artists and arts organizations 
live and work in every community coast-
to-coast, fueling creativity, beautifying our 
cities, and improving our quality of life,” 
says Robert Lynch, president of Americans 
for the Arts.

“In my travels across the country, 
business and government leaders often talk 
to me about the challenges of funding the 
arts amid shrinking resources and alongside 
other pressing needs.” The study findings, he 
says, “send a clear and welcome message” 
that “leaders who care about community and 
economic vitality can feel good about choos-
ing to invest in the arts.”

In addition to the national economic 
benefits cited above, the arts and culture 
industry offers a resiliency and entrepreneur-
ial opportunities not present in many other 
types of business.

These are jobs that cannot be shipped 
overseas, for example. And while the Great 
Recession did reduce audience attendance 
and spending (2010 expenditures were three 
percent lower than 2005 levels) some com-
munities saw an increase in their arts spend-
ing and employment despite the economic 
downturn.

“As the economy rebounds, the arts are 
well poised for growth,” says Lynch. “They 
are already producing new and exciting 
work — performances, exhibitions, and 
festivals that entertain, inspire, and increas-
ingly draw audiences. Arts & Economic 
Prosperity IV also shows that arts and 
culture organizations leverage additional 
event-related spending by their audiences 
that pumps revenue into the local economy. 
When patrons attend an arts event, they may 
pay for parking, eat dinner at a restaurant, 
shop in local retail stores, and have dessert 
on the way home.”
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Based on the 151,802 audience surveys 
conducted for the study, the typical attendee 
spends $24.60 per event, beyond the cost of 
admission. Additionally, tourism industry 
research indicates that arts tourists stay lon-
ger and spend more than the average traveler. 
According to the study, 32 percent of attendees 
live outside of the county where an arts event 
takes place, and their event-related spending is 
more than twice that of their local counterparts.

“The message is clear,” says Lynch. “A 
vibrant arts community not only keeps resi-
dents and their discretionary spending close to 
home, but it also attracts visitors who spend 
money and help local businesses thrive.”

Nationally, 59.4 percent of all nonlocal 
event attendees reported that the primary rea-
son for their trip was “specifically to attend this 

arts/culture event.” And 28.5 percent reported 
at least one overnight stay in the community 
hosting the event. Nearly half of the local 
attendees say that if the event or exhibit at 
which they were surveyed were not happen-
ing, they would have traveled to a different 
community in order to attend a similar cultural 
experience, and more than half of the nonlocal 
participants say they would do the same.

“If a community fails to provide a variety 
of artistic and cultural experiences, it will not 
attract the new dollars of cultural tourists,” 
says the report. “It will also lose discretionary 
spending by local residents traveling else-
where for an arts experience. When a com-
munity attracts nonlocal arts attendees and 
other cultural tourists, it harnesses significant 
economic rewards.”
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