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Providence recently embarked on a  
rebranding campaign. Once called “The 
Renaissance City,” today it is “The Creative 
Capital.” The change reflects the presence 
of a large number of local artists, extensive 
cultural networks developed out of enti-
ties such as the Rhode Island School of De-
sign and arts incubator AS220, and several  
mayors’ initiatives employing the arts for 
economic and social development. 

Recognizing Revival
The common wisdom about the role of  
artists in community revitalization is that they 
move into communities where space is af-
fordable, they create thriving creative spaces, 
 and then they—and any other residents who 
were part of the community previously—get 
priced out as the real-estate market seeks to 
take advantage of newly hot neighborhoods. 

Although that scenario has some ba-
sis in reality, the role of arts in community 
development is really more complex. Art-
ists can be involved in many facets of com-
munity revitalization, and these days they 
are often likely to be a part of a larger civic 
strategy. The Wall Street Journal took notice 
of that phenomenon in a 2009 article de-
scribing struggling cities in which artists may 
take advantage of cheap space with the help 
of local officials: “What began as a grass-roots 
movement, with artists gravitating to cheaper 
neighborhoods and making improvements, 
is now being embraced by city officials as a 
tool to revive neighborhoods reeling from  
vacancies and home foreclosures.”1  

The role of arts in community develop-
ment is no longer solely the purview of artists 
acting on their own. A growing number of 
practitioners, researchers, funders, elected of-
ficials, and traditional community develop-
ment and financing organizations are taking 
a close look at culture-driven community re-
vitalization. We at the national organization 
Partners for Livable Communities often find 
ourselves mediating between civic practitio-
ners, unfamiliar with the language of arts but 
recognizing the value, and arts practitioners 
seeking to enhance their relevance and con-
nection to surrounding communities. 

The new efforts are widespread, en-
compassing nonprofit arts organizations, 
commercial arts presenters, and a complex 
ecosystem of creative workers enhancing 
natural cultural districts and developing 
new cultural districts. The New England 
Foundation for the Arts (NEFA) has been 
one of the most aggressive groups to map 
and quantify the cultural sector as a whole. 
Their web site, www.CultureCount.org, 

serves as a database of arts activity for the 
entire region. They have regularly put to-
gether studies quantifying the economic 
effects of the cultural sector in the region, 
such as:

• the total expense for all cultural nonprof-
its in New England, approximately $3.6 
billion; 

• the total revenue for all cultural nonprof-
its in New England, approximately $4.5 
billion; and 

• the total number of cultural nonprofits in 
New England, 19,183 (performing and 
visual arts groups, museums, libraries, 
and the like).2 

Within this ecosystem, artists have a 
unique role to fill. According to research 
by NEFA based on the 2000 U.S. Cen-
sus, there are 225,750 people in the cultur-
al workforce in New England, equating to 
3.11 percent.3 In 2009, NEFA received ap-
proximately $330,000 from the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act to distrib-
ute in support of preserving these important 
arts jobs. 

New England artists live in large cit-
ies, small towns, and rural areas. Their ef-
fect is felt not just by communities in need 
of revitalization but in all communities in 
which they live.4 Artists contribute to qual-
ity of life by animating public spaces and 
creating cultural connections. They work in 
partnership with community organizations 
to enhance specific economic, social, and 
physical development strategies. And they 
contribute to the economy through their 
business enterprises.

That economic output is sometimes 
termed the artistic dividend and can be 
quantified through occupational character-
istics and products produced and exported. 
Richard Florida’s 2002 work The Rise of the 
Creative Class made cities and towns aware 
of the economic value of artistic insight and 
creative thinking and launched intense com-
petition to lure all sorts of creative workers. 
Researcher Ann Markusen, who has quanti-
fied and qualified many of these effects, de-
scribes both primary and secondary benefits:

 Many artists are self-employed. Some 
contribute to their economies by  

e x -

porting their work directly out of the 
region and spending the resulting in-
come locally. Others enable productiv-
ity and marketing gains by unrelated 
area businesses, through contracting 
their skills in writing, performing, and 
visual art. Yet others, through their de-
mands for inputs, evoke innovation on 
the part of their suppliers that broadens 
their business.5 

In just one example of impressive co-
operation, an initiative called “From Rust-
belt to Artist Belt” brought together mul-
tiple sectors to harness the power of artists 
in the Midwest.6  

In addition to serving as economic gen-
erators and community cultural connectors, 
artists frequently bring about changes in 
the physical fabric of communities. For ex-
ample, they may locate live-work space in 
unused or underutilized buildings. Orga-
nizations such as Massachusetts-based Ar-
tistLink have helped old industrial towns to 
renovate a significant amount of warehouse 
space into galleries and live-work space. Ar-
tistLink has helped develop more than 65 
projects in 30 communities.7  

Artist spaces, sometimes located with-
in a cultural district, can have important 
benefits for all concerned. In a recent study 
of 23 artist-space developments, almost half 
were positioned as community econom-
ic-development and social-improvement 
strategies. The others were positioned as vi-
able business strategies or services for artist 

Concentrations of artists in a community 
often translate into more public art  
projects, civic beautification efforts,  
and cultural events. 
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needs. Because there is little capacity in the 
arts world to develop such spaces without 
help, they are often created by community 
development corporations or coalitions of 
civic and arts partners. These types of proj-
ects increase career opportunities and in-
frastructure for artists while building their 
relationships with the broader community. 
They decrease blight and animate neglected 
spaces, increase arts-participation oppor-
tunities for residents, contribute to local 
pride, and catalyze other economic gains in 
their communities.8 

Furthermore, when there are concen-
trations of artists in a community, more 
public art projects, civic beautification ini-
tiatives, and cultural events may result. 
NEFA helped Lowell, Massachusetts, to 
leverage the value of its growing arts com-
munity to install public art works along 
1.7 miles of trail next to the Concord River 
Greenway. And in Danville, Vermont, the 
Vermont Arts Council, the Vermont Coun-
cil on Rural Development, and the Vermont 
Agency of Transportation partnered to help 
artists create aesthetic strategies for improv-
ing local traffic safety. 

Challenges and Opportunities
Major challenges for artist-based develop-
ment revolve around the support systems 
for the artists and the areas in which they 
locate. Many civic actors and communi-
ties are experimenting with cultural districts 
and artist subsidization, but not all projects 
are completely successful. Whether artists 
develop the space on their own or someone 
else develops it with artists in mind, art-
ists who do not become owners can soon 

find themselves being priced out. Longtime  
residents of the surrounding community 
can be priced out, too—unless they have 
a real estate ownership stake. Revitalizing 
without too much gentrifying is a balanc-
ing act. Moreover, artist-space management 
is often supported by nonprofit entities that 
developers create, and many developers fail 
to plan adequately for how a nonprofit will 
be supported once they have moved on.

Communities interested in exploring 
artist-based revitalization can help ensure 
greater success by researching the presence 
of artists locally and regionally to determine 
market demand prior to starting a project, 
talking with experienced artist-space devel-
opers such as ArtistLink to avoid common 
pitfalls, and encouraging ongoing, substan-
tial connections between artists and com-
munity members to create a sense of shared 
investment in the future. 

Lyz Crane is a senior associate with Partners 
for Livable Communities, http://www.livable.
org, a national organization based in Wash-
ington, DC. 
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