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growing body of re-

search suggests that 

arts and culture ac-

tivity is a catalyst 

for economic de-

velopment.1 That is 

one reason that civ-

ic leaders interested 

in urban revitaliza-

tion have been giving it more attention in 

recent years.2 Another reason is that arts and 

culture activity can strengthen community 

identity—boosting a community’s mental 

and physical health and its quality of life.3 

But what do people mean when they 

speak of “arts and culture”? 

 

Defining Culture
For many years, the default definition tied 

arts and culture to large institutions—sym-

phonies, opera houses, established theaters, 

ballet companies, and museums. Today an-

other interpretation is gaining currency. The 

emerging interpretation looks at cultural vi-

tality—evidence of creating, disseminating, 

validating, and supporting arts and culture 

as a dimension of everyday life. 

A cultural-vitality lens includes large 

institutions but only as part of a much big-

ger picture that encompasses amateur arts 

and arts education in schools and other in-

stitutions. It focuses not just on the artis-

tic product but also on the 

creative process. It holds 

that a community’s cul-

tural vitality involves not 

only opera houses, travel-

ing art exhibits, and culture 

brought from the outside, 

but also what comes out of 

the community. 

How does one mea-

sure cultural vitality? Since 

the mid 1990s, research-

ers at the Urban Institute 

have been seeking the an-

swer through the Arts and 

Culture Indicators Proj-

ect (ACIP).4 The project, 

which has worked with 

practitioners, researchers, 

and policymakers in urban 

planning, community de-

velopment, and arts-related 

fields, has created national 

cultural-vitality measures and has recom-

mended adding locally generated data for a 

more granular understanding. 

Specifically, understanding cultural vi-

tality relies on multiple measures in three 

areas: presence of opportunities for cultural 

participation, participation itself, and sup-

port for arts and cultural activity. 

Developing the Measures
Urban Institute researchers have spent sev-

eral years in U.S. communities—including 

low- and moderate-income communities, 

communities of color, and immigrant com-

munities—studying arts and culture activ-

ity. They have looked at activity in the non-

profit, commercial, and public sectors, and 

to the extent possible, informal arts-related 

activity. Both professional and amateur 

practice, and active and passive participa-
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tion have been included. The field 

research reveals that arts, culture, and 

creative expression are important de-

terminants of how communities fare 

and that, by extension, a full under-

standing of U.S. communities is not 

possible without their inclusion. 
 

Progress 

Documenting the various aspects 

of cultural vitality—sufficiently, 

reliably, and repeatedly—calls for 

more data than are currently avail-

able. However, ACIP and other 

researchers have made progress in de-

veloping relevant measures and data to 

tell important pieces of the story. These 

measures are grouped under the three 

broad categories that ACIP has identified: 

presence of opportunities, participation, 

and support. (See “A Three-Part Frame-

work.”)

ACIP has identified seven nationally 

comparable measures of cultural vitality. 

The measures are derived from national 

data sources that meet the following criteria: 

they are (1) publicly available, (2) reliable 

and recurrent annually, (3) able to be disag-

gregated to at least the metropolitan statisti-

cal area level, and (4) free or inexpensive. 

Such data are most suitable for integra-

tion with quality-of-life measurement sys-

tems that track aspects of communities over 

time. The measures provide an indication of 

several priorities in the presence and support 

domains. (National data meeting the four 

criteria are unavailable for traditional defi-

nitions of participation—attendance at for-

mal venues—or for the more comprehensive 

ACIP definition described in the sidebar.)  

 

Measuring

For the presence domain, ACIP recom-

mends the following four measures:

1. arts establishments per thousand popu-

lation, including both nonprofit and 

commercial entities (use County Zip 

Business Patterns data).5

2. percentage of employment in nonprofit 

and commercial arts establishments as a 

proportion of all employment (CZBP).

3. nonprofit arts organizations per thou-

sand population (National Center for 

Charitable Statistics).

4. nonprofit community celebrations, fes-

tivals, fairs, and parades per thousand 

population (NCCS).

Measures 1, 3, and 4 show the inci-

dence and density of arts and culture-related 

venues that, according to field research, are 

significant opportunities for cultural partic-

ipation. Measure 2 provides an indication of 

the robustness of those venues.

Measures 5, 6, and 7 relate to the sup-

port domain:

5. nonprofit art expenses per capita 

(NCCS). 

6.   nonprofit arts contributions per capita 

(NCCS). 

7.   percentage of artist jobs relative to all 

jobs (Bureau of Labor Statistics and 

Non-Employer Statistics).

by Maria Rosario Jackson, Ph.D., The Urban Institute
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A Three-Part Framework
The Urban Institute’s Arts and Culture Indicators Project recommends monitoring and measuring three broad aspects of cultural 

vitality over time as a way to understand and encourage arts and cultural activity and its often positive impacts on communities.

1.  Presence of Opportunities for Cultural Participation

•	 Nonprofit, commercial, and public sector arts-related organizations 

•	 Retail arts venues—book stores, music stores, film theaters, craft and art supply stores

•	 Art schools

•	 Non-arts venues with arts and cultural programming—parks, libraries, community 

 centers, ethnic associations, churches

•	 Festivals, parades, arts and crafts marketplaces

•	 Formal and informal cultural districts; neighborhoods where artists congregate

•	 Web-based opportunities for cultural engagement specific to the place in question 

2.  Participation in Arts and Cultural Activity

•	 Amateur art making

•	 Collective and community art making 

•	 K-12 arts education

•	 After-school arts programs

•	 Audience participation

•	 Purchase of artistic goods (materials for making; final arts products) 

•	 Discourse about arts and culture in print and electronic media (television, radio, web) 

•	 Membership in professional arts associations or unions

3.  Support for Arts and Cultural Activity

•	 Public expenditures in support of arts and cultural activities in the nonprofit, commercial, and public sectors 

•	 Explicit public policies about arts and culture 

•	 Foundation expenditures in support of arts and culture in all sectors

•	 Volunteering and personal support of arts and cultural activity 

•	 Integration of arts and culture into other policy areas; corresponding allocation of 

 resources (community development, education, parks, recreation, and the like)

•	 Working artists 

ACIP’s cultural-support indicators in-

clude the relative amounts of financial re-

sources received and spent by nonprofit arts 

organizations. More so than governmental 

or commercial arts organizations, nonprofit 

arts organizations depend on community fi-

nancial and participatory support. Another 

indication of a community’s support for 

cultural activity is the number of resident 

artists. 

“Artist jobs” refers to the proportion 

of a region’s workforce employed in artist 

occupations. Jobs reflect support because, 

as the research shows, most artists depend 

upon numerous formal and informal re-

sources—training, employment, grants, 

awards, gifts, materials, workspace, and 

validation.6 Communities with more people 

earning money as artists also may have more 

such resources. 

The relative standing of a city’s cultural 

vitality can change substantially depending 

on which element of cultural vitality is being 

compared. So, for example, a place might 

have a high incidence of commercial arts es-

tablishments or festivals and parades, but a 

much lower incidence of nonprofit arts or-

ganizations. That evidence argues strongly 

for including a wide range of measures in 

assessments, whether to monitor trends in a 
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single community or to make comparisons 

across different communities for a single 

point in time. 

 

Local Details
The recommended measures are nation-

ally comparable—something that has not 

existed before. However, they alone cannot 

paint the full picture of arts and culture in 

a community. 

Researchers must also tap locally gen-

erated data for more detail. The drawback 

of local data is that they are not nationally 

comparable, but there are three categories of 

data worth noting: (a) administrative data 

housed in agencies such as regional and lo-

cal arts councils, school districts, library sys-

tems, police departments, and other munic-

ipal agencies, (b) survey data from annual 

quality-of-life and arts-specific surveys, and 

(c) directories and lists from various kinds 

of agencies. However, care must be taken to 

ensure that the methodology for collecting 

and updating lists and directories is reliable 

and transparent.

Although barriers to fully capturing 

cultural vitality in communities still ex-

ist, there is room for optimism. Already 

the data are beginning to inform decisions 

about community and economic develop-

ment, public health, transportation, and 

education, among other areas. Measures 

such as ACIP’s should make it easier for cul-

tural vitality to be integrated into decision 

making on an even broader scale. This is 

an important step forward for urban plan-

ners, community developers, and anyone 

concerned with improving American com-

munities. The new data make possible a 

more adequate and nuanced understanding 

of communities, their conditions, how they 

work, and how they might be strengten
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