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Attendees: 
Elena Calderon-Patino, Community Arts Program Director, Rhode Island State 

Council on the Arts, Elena.Patino@arts.ri.gov 
Chris Cathers, Program Branch Manager, Kentucky Arts Council, 

christopher.cathers@ky.gov 
Michelle Coleman, Director, Community Development, Idaho Commission on the 

Arts, michelle.coleman@arts.idaho.gov 
Pamela Dunne, Program Director, Community Arts Development, Arts and 

Entertainment Districts, Individual Artist Awards, Maryland State Arts Council, 
pdunne@msac.org 

Charles G. Ellis, Virginia Commission for the Arts, maestro4128@yahoo.com 
Zon Estes, Director of Outreach and Advancement, Vermont Arts Council, 

zestes@vermontartscouncil.org 
Rodgers Frantz, City Canvas Project Manager, Connecticut Department of 

Economic and Community Development, rod.frantz@ct.gov 
Annie Houston, Program Coordinator, Communities Department, Massachusetts 

Cultural Council, annie.houston@art.state.ma.us 
George Charles Koch, Evangelist and Facilitator, Center for the Creative Economy, 

georgec.koch@gmail.com 
Tina Lilly, Grants Program Manager, Georgia Council for the Arts, tlilly@gaarts.org 
Jim Bob McMillan, Deputy Director, Texas Commission on the Arts, 

jbm@arts.state.tx.us 
Kelly Pepper, Director of Organization Services and Community Development, 

Louisiana Division of the Arts, Office of Cultural Development, 
kpepper@crt.state.la.us 

Terry Plummer, Community Arts Development Coordinator, Delaware Division of 
the Arts, terry.plummer@state.de.us 

Sonia Rae, Community Arts Coordinator, Vermont Arts Council, 
srae@vermontartscouncil.org 

Brian Wagner, Community Arts Coordinator, Oregon Arts Commission, 
brian.wagner@state.or.us 

 
Guests: 
Doug Borwick, Author, CEO of Outfitters4, Inc. & ArtsEngaged, 

doug.borwick@outfitters4.com 
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Theresa Cameron, Local Arts Agency Services Program Manager, Americans for the 
Arts, tcameron@artsusa.org 

Jamie Hand, Design Specialist, National Endowment for the Arts, hand@arts.gov 
Jen Hughes, Specialist, Design Programs, National Endowment for the Arts, 

hughesj@arts.gov 
Michael Killoren, Director of Challenge America & Local Arts Agencies, National 

Endowment for the Arts, killoren@arts.gov 
Mary Margaret Schoenfeld, National Coordinator, U.S. Regional Arts Organizations, 

mmschoenfeld@gmail.com 
 
 
Guest Presentations  
 
Jennifer Hughes and Jamie Hand provided an update on Our Town and the 
Citizens' Institute for Rural Design. 
 
Our Town: This program emphasizes livability with a focus on local community 
assets; must be an arts related project at its core. Focus on what is right for the 
community; can include cultural planning, design, community engagement. The 
project must be a partnership between local government and arts organizations. 
The NEA is keeping an eye out for projects where it's clear the community is ready 
and the partnerships are strong. State arts agency can't be an applicant's primary 
partner, but the agency's involvement in the partnership can provide support and 
expertise and is welcome. 
 
The guidelines will be announced on October 11, 2012; there will be an earlier 
deadline this year of January 14, 2013. Potential applicants can send inquiries to 
OT@arts.gov. The staff will hold two webinars, on November 6 and 13. The 
maximum award has been raised to $200,000 for projects in the coming year. 
Previous recipients must take a year off from applying. Each city can apply for only 
one grant. Nonmetro communities will be reviewed separately by a panel that 
understands rural communities and issues. 
  
Citizens' Institute for Rural Design (formerly called YOUR TOWN): The RFP 
will be circulated on October 15. The program is working with Mayors' Institute on 
Community Design/Governors' Institute on Community Design. Program started at 
the National Trust. The NEA has started a new partnership with the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, primarily to increase information dissemination. Funding 
will be used for community strategic planning, visioning, conservation, 
transportation and agriculture. There will be funding for four workshops per year. 
 
New this year: Calls and webinars before the grant application process, and 
follow-up after the grant is awarded. Different challenges at different scales: often, 
smaller communities have an advantage over big cities in part because folks know 
they're neighbors so it can be easier to pull effective and competitive projects 
together. 
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Although there is some perception that the application process is very difficult, NEA 
staff provide great support have done what they can to simplify the process. State 
arts agencies can help to deliver that message to potential communities and 
applicants for both programs.  
 
Theresa Cameron spoke about several of AFTA's programs  relative to community 
arts development: 
 

• Animating Democracy – brand new website 
• pARTnership Program – reaching business leaders 
• Leadership 21– new webinar series 
• Art of the Rural – summit this summer with artists and rural arts 

organizations 
• Local Arts Advancement – website 
• Local Arts Classroom – training for midlevel leaders (application selection 

process) 
• National Arts Marketing Conference – artsmarketing.org 
• Local Arts Network News 

 
Theresa wrote the law for the state of Maryland around cultural districts; legislation 
was modeled after Rhode Island's. 
 
Theresa is working on a three-year project: survey of 600 arts and entertainment 
districts, property tax research before and after; exhaustive research on all 
publications about cultural districts. Putting together an advisory committee. Will be 
developing a DIY site for cultural districts: How do you do it? How do you decide if 
it's the right thing to do? Examples of sizes, types, list and mapping of every 
cultural district in the country. White papers: artists' perspective, academicians' 
perspective, perspective on disenfranchised. Will culminate in a major summit. 
 
Preconference this year June 13-14 in Pittsburgh: first day a tour of Pittsburgh's 
districts, then panels, artists, rural communities. Will be partnering with public art 
preconference on last day. 
 
 
Take-Aways from the Post-AFTA Creative Place-Making Session in San 
Antonio 
 
Sherry Kafka Wagner discussed place making. Intentionality is more important 
than originality and must include strong communication to everyone involved 
throughout the life of the project. Everyone must be reminded about the project 
intention throughout to prevent drift.  
 
Activity across the Country 
DC: Barriers include lack of industrial space. Looking into the use of temporary 
space. Running into fire and safety issues. Looking into Urban Land Institute to 
come in and do a charrette. 7th Street corridor not successful in terms of merging 
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and developing arts organizations; when RFP went out to developers, projects had 
to have an arts component, forcing developers to connect with the arts community.  
 
Massachusetts: Local regranting of funds. Audience and interest ready to react: 
everyone finds something unique about their town/area. Cultural districts 
developing without funding because of the enthusiasm within the community for 
local recognition. 
 
Kentucky: Cultural districts have to have municipal government support and an 
arts organization. Communities had to do cultural asset inventory. Surprisingly few 
had done this or knew all the assets in their communities. Program now in year 
two; in year one, five districts were designated. Mapping assets helps communities 
leverage other opportunities (such as getting on the Rand McNally top small towns 
list). 
 
Maryland: Process involves multiple stakeholders—local government, mayors, arts 
organizations, artists, local businesses. Lots of forces need to be marshaled to 
produce a successful application. 
 
 
Beyond Creative Place Making 

 
Doug Borwick is immediate past president of the board of the Association of Arts 
Administration Educators, and was for nearly 30 years director of the Arts 
Management and Not-for-Profit Management programs at Salem College in 
Winston-Salem, North Carolina. He is CEO of Outfitters4, Inc., providing 
management services to nonprofit organizations, and ArtsEngaged providing 
training and consultation to artists and arts organizations to help them more 
effectively engage with their communities.  
 
Beyond Place Making: Arts and community engagement are gaining traction 
nationally. The arts are not sufficiently connected to the communities in which they 
exist. Arts and community engagement are still a foreign concept to many people in 
the arts. Locus of community engagement is community development coordinators 
at state arts agencies. Arts advocacy is on the cusp of a huge new realm affecting 
public policy in significant ways. 
 
Multiple economic development studies are prompting mayors to ask the arts to 
come to the table; this is a profound change. Problem: In virtually any economic 
impact discussion the word art is interchangeable with many other words (baseball, 
tourism).  
 
Arts and economic development plus community identity, vibrancy and diversity.  
The term creative place making has a tendency to limit the focus to physical space 
(bricks and mortar). 
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See Roberto Bedoya's article "Creative Placemaking and the Politics of Belonging 
and Dis-Belonging." Borwick warns to beware of homogeneity—work based on the 
majority view—that can exacerbate feelings of disenfranchisement. 
 
What's the goal? 

• Healthy arts and arts organizations? Very self-focused goal and an approach 
that won't resonate "on the stump." 

• Economic development or creative place making? Not many artists have gone 
into the arts in order to focus on economic development. 

• Healthy society? Community building, economic health (sustainability); 
physical health; political health (diverse cultures, security and mutual 
respect, encourage inquisitiveness); social health (advocacy, celebrations 
and rituals, social capital/building trusting relationships); individuals 
(empowering special populations, reconciliation). 

• Self-actualized arts community? You can mess things up if you try to work 
with communities without knowing how to engage with communities. 

 
Michael Killoren mentioned that in Seattle invested small amounts of money to 
communities for arts activities that bring communities together. Didn't have to be 
nonprofit. Didn't care if they were here today and gone tomorrow. Only cared about 
what the project would be doing for the community.  
 
Doug: Take back the arts. Educate the public to demand what they need from their 
arts organizations. Critical that artists and arts organizations are members and 
contributors to their communities.  
 
Rhode Island: Sustainable connections come from engaging with the community 
from the very beginning.  
 
Doug: How does one do community engagement? First and foremost, get to know 
your partners. You need to know who you're working with. Listen and learn. Don't 
assume that people love what you're doing. Two categories of people that don't 
love us: people who don't care and people who have been burned. 
 
D.C.: Inter-American Development Bank sees cultural integration as a tool for 
economic development.  
 
Doug: Quality is important but it's the value to the community on multiple levels – 
serving a purpose larger than itself. Too much effort is spent on guarding quality; 
set quality aside and make room for other voices. 
 
NOTE: Please see Doug's slides and transcript for additional information.  
 
 
Discussion: Developing a Community Development Toolkit 
 
Brian Wagner and the group discussed the need for a community development 
toolkit similar to the one used by the Arts Education Peer Group. 

http://www.artsinachangingamerica.net/2012/09/01/creative-placemaking-and-the-politics-of-belonging-and-dis-belonging/
http://www.artsinachangingamerica.net/2012/09/01/creative-placemaking-and-the-politics-of-belonging-and-dis-belonging/
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We reviewed the current resources, including the NASAA website and Community 
Development Network Google Drive (for access to the Google Drive and Community 
Development Network documents, contact Jason Bocutt, Community Outreach & 
Performing Arts, Utah Division of Art and Museums, jbowcutt@utah.gov, 801-236-
7554). 
 
The general consensus was that it would be useful to have a resource page through 
NASAA for community development coordinators. The conversation made it clear 
that the contents of that page would need to come from the Community 
Development Network. It may be possible to define the contents of the page 
through the quarterly calls and subcommittee work.  
 
Eric Giles noted that the content needs to come from the peer group and suggested 
keeping it simple, making sure that content is up to date and that new resources 
are categorized properly. We can talk about how it will be managed. Eric will follow 
up with Brian, Sonia, Jennifer Armstrong and Kelly Barsdate in the coming weeks. 
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A group of people defined by  
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Healthy Arts and Arts Organizations? 
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Healthy Society? 

Community Building 
Economic Health (Sustainability) 
Physical Health 
Political Health 
Spiritual Health 
•  Assumption of good will 
•  Respect for all people 
•  Seeking ways of understanding those who are 

different 
•  Promotion of acceptance 
•  Support of dialogue about important issues 
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Thanks for your attention! 

Contact me by email: 

doug.borwick@artsengaged.com 
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Anticipation 
I have been nearly breathless with anticipation since the opportunity to speak to you arose. Collectively, you 
had me at “Hello.” There are few circumstances when I speak with individuals, much less groups, where I don’t 
need to spend considerable time explaining what has become the central passion of my professional life. When 
asked, I now describe my work as “promoting the arts and community engagement.” That suffices to encourage 
even close friends to return to the appetizer table (or seek a refill of their cabernet sauvignon). 
 
I have had the good fortune to meet as well as speak and work with a number of state arts council community 
development staff members, some in this room, others at home coping with their rapidly vanishing budgets. In 
each instance we have been able to get directly to substance without the need to wade past furrowed eyebrows. 
(I do enjoy mixing metaphors.) 
 
The only similar consistency I have experienced is with staff and workers of Animating Democracy and anyone 
who knows what the CAT Institute in St. Louis is. 
 
That’s the personal pleasure of being with you this afternoon. The professional pleasure is my conviction that 
the primary locus of the sort of change for which I hope, artists and arts organizations deeply engaged with their 
whole communities, is through local arts agencies. And you represent a direct line to those LAA’s. I will be in 
touch. 
 
Environment 
Like nearly everyone else in the arts, you are deep in conversation about creative placemaking, both here and on 
your home turf. The topic is an important one and is one that strikes me as being on the cusp of the “next big 
thing” in arts advocacy. It is incredibly significant today; I anticipate that, given the resources being put behind 
it, creative placemaking may become the centerpiece of advocacy even on the grassroots level in another 
decade. 
 
Economic Development 
The last generation has seen arts advocacy make great strides in research and promotion about the arts and 
economic development. The efforts have paid dividends. Many public officials today understand that the arts 
have a significant effect on the economy. Americans for the Arts’ studies on the Arts and Economic Prosperity 
have made their mark on the political consciousness. (Randy Cohen, as improbable as it might seem to those of 
us who know him, has become the rock star of arts advocacy, at least insofar as economic impact is concerned.) 
 
The economic argument has gotten enough traction that by now the arts and creative industries get heard and 
sometimes even asked to the table on the local, state, and national level. The Mayors’ Institute on City Design, 
over 25 years old now, has partnered with the NEA in the latter’s Our Town grants. The U.S. Conference of 
Mayors has gone on record supporting investment in nonprofits arts and local arts agencies to “generate 
economic impact, create jobs, stimulate business development, spur urban renewal, attract tourists and area 
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residents to community activities, and to improve the overall quality of life in America’s cities” 
http://www.usmayors.org/resolutions/80th_conference/tapes07.asp 
 
Creative Placemaking 
Creative placemaking is coming to the fore in advocacy work. This is a great leap forward. Economic 
development arguments are not unique to the arts. A common critique of the economic development case is in 
economic terms, how do arts jobs differ significantly from sports jobs? The answer is, from a strictly economic 
perspective, little. So it can be a dangerous road to walk down.  
 
In contrast, creative placemaking grows out of the arts themselves: e.g., design, sculpture, soundscapes, the 
creation of interactive human experiences; it also demands–unlike the economic development argument–that the 
arts be actively involved with their communities. This is not only healthy, I view it as vital to the future of the 
arts.  
 
In their book Creative Placemaking, Ann Markusen and Anne Gadwa said: 

"In creative placemaking, partners from public, private, nonprofit, and community sectors 
strategically shape the physical and social character of a neighborhood, town, tribe, city, or 
region around arts and cultural activities. Creative placemaking animates public and private 
spaces, rejuvenates structures and streetscapes, improves local business viability and public 
safety, and brings diverse people together to celebrate, inspire, and be inspired." 
[http://www.nea.gov/grants/apply/OurTown/FAQ] 

 
This description includes economic development, but economic development is a subset of the whole, although 
in practice it is often the most visible or at least the most salable subset. It has the additional advantage of being 
a benefit more particular to the arts and creative industries. While the minor league baseball team might be able 
to say some of the same things about their games and their ballpark, they are for all practical purposes limited to 
the ballpark. 
 
Our Town: NEA/Artplace 
As you know, in 2012, the NEA’s Our Town program gave $5 million to 80 organizations to: 

• Improve quality of life. 
• Encourage creative activity. 
• Create community identity and a sense of place. 
• Revitalize local economies. 

Also in 2012, ArtPlace, the government/foundation/bank partnership, gave $15.4 million to 47 organizations to 
support community 

• Vibrancy 
• Diversity 

 
Clearly, there is a lot being invested in creative placemaking. These investments are gaining a lot of attention 
and raising the visibility of the ideas that creative placemaking represents. 
 
Caveats re: Creative Placemaking 
Branding the Term 
There are, however, potential dangers in the focus on creative placemaking. One is that the attention (and 
money) that bricks and mortar projects receive could crowd out the quality of life issues in the public mind. It 
could come to be seen as simply bricks and mortar-based economic development plus a nifty add-on or two. 
The second is that the arts community and the general public may come to see this as the central (sole?) benefit 
of the arts to communities. Doing so would lose sight of the broader range of benefits to community building: 
economic health, physical health, political health, social health, and spiritual health. Economic development and 

http://www.usmayors.org/resolutions/80th_conference/tapes07.asp
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creative placemaking are subsets of the whole. Not until we act on and present (and the public understands) the 
larger range of benefits will the arts gain the place in public discourse that we all believe they deserve. 
 
People + Place 
In addition, if any of you follow my blog you may have seen my post about the fact that I was speaking to you. 
The occasion for that was my reading an essay Creative Placemaking and the Politics of Belonging and Dis-
Belonging by a colleague, Roberto Bedoya from Arizona’s Tucson Pima Arts Council. Like me, I believe he is 
encouraged by much of the buzz surrounding creative placemaking. At the same time, he highlighted an 
important consideration that I had not seen discussed before and that dovetails with some other concerns of 
mine. That is that placemaking is at root a human phenomenon. By that he meant (and I now mean) that the 
character of people’s relationship with a place must be an inescapable element of any placemaking that is 
undertaken. Mr. Bedoya points out that a problem in some placemaking conversation is "a lack of 
understanding that before you have places of belonging, you must feel you belong." If people feel 
disenfranchised, there is no way that any placemaking effort that does not factor in that disenfranchisement will 
succeed.  
 
I know that most of those working in creative placemaking are not expert at addressing such issues. However,  

[e]ducators understand that elementary schools do not function in a vacuum. Factors technically 
beyond the purview of the classroom–issues of home and neighborhood environment: readiness, 
support, supervision–are critical to children’s success. Similarly, while creative placemakers 
cannot be held accountable for any lack of belonging that citizens might feel, the success of their 
endeavors is closely tied to this element of the “social infrastructure.” It is important to bear this 
fact in mind when developing projects and to do whatever can be done to ameliorate the impact 
on the project that will result from people feeling themselves to be outsiders. Creative 
placemakers, in developing projects, need to take people’s feeling of disenfranchisement into 
account as much as possible so that the resultant works do not become homogenous expressions 
(or reflections) of majority experience. 

 
Ultimately, important places are about people's memories, traditions, the fabric of their lives. In other words, 
culture–of neighborhoods, communities, ethnic groups, societies. The physical structures serve as the mnemonic 
devices that trigger memories and cement relationships. If the associations with a place are neutral or negative, 
the work of placemaking is far more difficult. 
 
Beyond Placemaking 
All of this said, creative placemaking is an exhilarating development for those of us in the arts. The potential for 
“CP” making the arts more central to the lives of more people and more communities is bracing. But I want to 
be sure we do not get stuck in an advocacy cul de sac that limits our forward momentum once the placemaking 
bandwagon is barreling down the mountain. (Remember what I said about a love of mixed metaphors?)  
 
Like placemaking is an expansion upon the economic development argument, I think that there is room (and at 
some point in the not-far-distant future, need) for expanding upon the placemaking argument. I acknowledge 
that I suffer from the “to a hammer, everything is a nail” problem in addressing issues in the arts; nevertheless, I 
think that the rationale for fully engaging with our communities, to see at least one of our roles as being to make 
those communities better in all ways, is vital. In a minute, I’ll talk with you about my “community building” 
framework for arts-community relationships, an all-encompassing notion of how the arts should be invested in 
(and ultimately valued by) their communities. 
 
What is the Goal? 
But first, it would be beneficial to examine why we are interested in any of these things. What are our ultimate 
reasons for conducting and promoting economic development research. Why do we advocate for and undertake 

http://www.artsinachangingamerica.net/2012/09/01/creative-placemaking-and-the-politics-of-belonging-and-dis-belonging/
http://www.artsinachangingamerica.net/2012/09/01/creative-placemaking-and-the-politics-of-belonging-and-dis-belonging/
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creative placemaking efforts? An examination of our motives is a worthwhile one, even if at the end of the 
examination we choose to keep the results to ourselves in this room. 
 
Healthy Arts and Arts Organizations 
One goal, and I’m going to assume that it’s a goal we share but don’t discuss too much outside our own 
company, is focused on the arts and arts organizations themselves. It could be framed as healthy arts and arts 
organizations, as survival for arts organizations, or as job security for those in the arts world, ourselves 
included. I present these three categories in decreasing order of admirability, but if we are honest they are 
certainly factors in the equation even if they are not prime factors. There are those who argue that the push for 
economic impact research that began in the second half of the last century began because it was not possible to 
get traction with any other arguments and the arts needed a means of getting the attention of funders and public 
policy decision-makers. It was selected pragmatically. 
 
Economic Development/Creative Placemaking 
For all the energy and resources that have been invested in economic development research and the 
dissemination of its findings, I doubt that many (or any?) support the economic development argument for the 
sake of economic development. As has been pointed out frequently, economic development has little direct (or 
at least specific) relationship with the core of the arts. In other words, few people are involved in the arts for the 
arts’ economic development potential. 
 
The same might not be said, at least in such a blanket way, about creative placemaking. The goals of improving 
quality of life, encouraging creative activity, and creating community identity and a sense of place speak to 
some, if not many, in the arts. At least some in the arts world see these ends as being a significant rationale for 
their personal or organizational life’s work. 
 
Healthy Society 
I believe that creative placemaking is an expansion upon economic development as a role of the arts. The 
former includes that latter plus gives greater consideration to the community. As I will discuss later, I believe 
we can foresee an advocacy continuum where economic development gives way to creative placemaking which 
in turn gives way to a broad focus on fostering a healthy society. There should be no limits in our understanding 
of the ways that the arts can make our communities better places to live. 
 
Economic Development and Educational Reform 
In my book, I talk about three basic categories of community focus in which the arts can participate. The arts 
have for years been involved in the first two, economic development and educational reform. In the former 
instance this has been largely due to the importance policy makers place upon it, in the latter due to the public 
interest in making education more effective. 
 
Community Building 
I believe, to the point of neurotic fixation, that the future of the arts must lie in sustainability through our 
participation in community building. We should be partners in making lives better. Such focus will raise 
credibility, visibility, and foster the broad base of good will that will be essential for financial and public policy 
support. Creative placemaking is a step in this direction, but to my mind only a first step. (An argument can be 
made that the definitions of creative placemaking could include all of what I am about to discuss, but I think the 
current public view and writing on the topic understand it more narrowly. I would like to see the role of the arts 
framed broadly, inclusive of any element that supports a healthy community.) 
 
Gard Foundation Symposium 
 Yet saying that begs the question of what a healthy community is. (As far as a definition of community, I am 
a fan of Alternate Roots’ version: A group of people with common interests defined by place, tradition, 
intention, or spirit.) In September of 2010, the Wisconsin Arts Board and the Robert E. Gard-Wisconsin Idea 
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Foundation convened a gathering of community arts workers and experts in a variety of disciplines related to 
community well-being to discuss what “healthy community” means. The title of the conference was “Altering 
the Face and Heart of America: The Gard Symposium.” The discussions of community health that took place 
there were designed as a springboard for consideration of how the arts might support that health. While this is 
far from the only framework through which to consider the question of community building, it is fairly 
comprehensive. 
 
economic health (sustainability) 
I begin, alphabetically, with economic health. Some of you may think I am repeating myself. I’ve already 
spoken a bit about economic development. However, my point in mentioning economic health is to highlight 
the fact that economic development is not synonymous with economic health. Can you say, “Gentrification?” 
 
At the Gard Symposium, economic health was defined as sustainability. Sustainable scale, equitable distribution 
of resources, and efficient allocation of those resources were seen as central to such health. In outlining the keys 
to achieving these ends, the following three elements were mentioned: 

• Leveraging local assets,  
• Meeting human needs, and  
• Fostering relationships (individual and inter-institutional). 

 
 The arts have a significant role to play in all of these aspects of economic health.   
  
 Dr. Jerry Hembd (Director, Northern Center for Community & Economic Development, Department of 
Business & Economic Development, University of Wisconsin-Superior) 
 
physical health 
 Physical health was defined as “not just the absence of disease, but the presence of social, physical, 
psychological, and spiritual well-being.” “[A] healthy community [is] one that provides an economic, social, 
and physical environment that allows individuals and families the opportunity to achieve their optimal physical 
health and well-being.” The tasks for communities seeking to promote health in their citizens were seen as: “1) 
identifying aspects of neighborhoods that are barriers to optimal health and finding ways to remove those 
barriers–either through policy or community action, and 2) identifying aspects of community that can promote 
health, even in the face of adversity.” Toward these ends, the arts can: 

• Effectively communicate those barriers to the community and to policy makers  
• Support collective action to improve community health  
• Celebrate and strengthen what works   

 
Dr. Stephanie Robert, (Neighborhood Health Specialist, School of Social Work, University of Wisconsin-
Madison) 
 
political health 
 A politically healthy community was described as one where “[a]ll citizens have the possibility of thriving–
the ability to feed, clothe, house, educate, and nurture [their] family, and have that extra personal or social 
capital that allows [them] to make a contribution to [their] community as well.” In such a community, “[l]eaders  

• Champion a diverse culture;  
• Develop the security of mutual respect by focusing the public agenda on a clear vision for the common 

good; and  
• Encourage inquisitiveness, creativity, and self-reliance among community members.” 

  
 The arts are a means of first resort in the understanding and appreciation of cultures. They can serve as good 
modes to support the development of a community’s agenda for improvement (highlighting positive options and 
illuminating circumstances in need of change). And they clearly support the ends of inquisitiveness, creativity, 
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and self-reliance.  
Barbara Lawton, Lieutenant Governor of Wisconsin 
 
spiritual health 
“Creating a communal sense of accountability to a higher cause–the notion that each member of society is 
accountable to an entity greater than him or herself” was seen as the core of a spiritually healthy community. 
The indicators of a spiritually healthy community were cited as: [selected list] 

• A sense of positive intention (assumption of good will)  
• Respect for all people  
• A continuous search for discovering the best ways to educate one community group about another  
• Promotion of acceptance across all lines of difference  
• Community-wide dialogue about important (even controversial) issues is a norm–searching for, talking 

about, and promoting solutions to the problems examined  
  
 Several of these are directly related to the formation of trusting relationships, a central element of social 
capital, which I will take up next. Self-reflection on spiritual matters is often facilitated via the arts–poetry, 
visual arts, even participation in music and dance. The role of the arts in being able to provide a safe frame for 
discussion of difficult issues is an important element of their applicability to community building.  
  
 Rabbi Jonathan Biatch (Temple Beth El, Madison, Wisconsin) 
 
social health 
Finally, there is social health, taken here out of alphabetical order because it was not considered separately at 
the Gard Symposium. Here are other elements (or differently articulated elements) that are also important to a 
community’s health, loosely organized under the category of social health. 
 
Community-wide Improvement 
Advocacy 
In any community, there are needs for change, issues that should be addressed to make a more livable 
environment. The capacity the arts have for raising the visibility of those issues is significant. The arts excel at 
gathering people together. Works of visual art can serve as means of “marking” particular locations, making 
them gathering points for addressing an issue or simply place-based reminders of it. 
 
Rendering an issue in a work of art provides a frame so it can be seen from the perspective of someone deeply 
affected by it. The artistic frame can highlight an issue in ways that make it memorable, raising awareness and 
understanding; it also provides emotional distance that can provide the possibility of more reasoned dialogue 
than is sometimes the case when difficult issues are being addressed. 
 
Celebrations/Rituals 
Celebrations and rituals help foster collective identity, a commodity that is important to the social health of a 
community. When strangers see each other as part of a single “team,” they are more likely to give each other the 
benefit of the doubt in moments of conflict and work together more productively when opportunities arise. 
Similarly, in times of grief or despair, rituals serve to bind people together, promoting collective healing. It 
could very nearly go without saying that the arts–visual and performing–serve as the essential framework for 
virtually any celebration or ritual. 
 
Social Capital 
Much has been written about the lack of cohesion in U.S. cities today, Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone being a 
widely known example. Many problems that exist in contemporary society can be attributed to how little people 
know each other, how little opportunity they have for conversation. Garrison Keilor has said that no one does 
anything really wrong in a small town because too many people are watching. While it is a funny thing to say, 
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there is much that is true in the observation.  
 
Social capital, the collection of trusting relationships that exists in a community is central to healthy 
communities. And, as we all know, the arts can provide opportunity for opening up conversation, for getting to 
know people one might not otherwise. In addition, the social capital that can be generated by arts activities can 
be invaluable in opening dialogue among segments of a community separated by cultural barriers. Ethnic 
cultural festivals are but one example. The potential for enhancing understanding can be even greater than 
“cultural exposure” when activities that promote working together are supported. 
 
Individuals/Special Populations 
Reconciliation 
Where divisions exist, sometimes the only way to initiate healing is through arts activities. As mentioned above, 
the emotional distance provided by art can facilitate those on different sides of an issue for the first time 
recognizing the pain of “the other.” 
 
In 2004, the Sawtooth Center for Visual Design in Winston-Salem, NC mounted an exhibition, “A Thousand 
Words: Photographs by Vietnam Veterans,” of photography by Vietnam veterans documenting their experience. 
After the opening reception, one veteran said it was the first time he had ever been thanked for what he did. 
This exhibition subsequently went on tour across the United States. 
 
Empowerment 
Having one’s own life experiences lent value through inclusion in works of art–visual, performing, or literary–
can be a tool in breaking the cycle of despair that prevents individuals from improving their lot. In addition, 
community awareness of social problems through raised visibility is the first step in solving situations that tear 
away at the social fabric. In California, the Los Angeles Poverty Department is a theater project that helps the 
larger city better understand and respond to the reality of homelessness. In Washington, DC, a group of renters 
worked with El Barrio Street Theater to give voice to their demands for adequate housing after repeated 
unsuccessful attempts to get absentee landlords to address substandard conditions in their units. 
 
Self-Actualized Arts Community 
By now you may have forgotten that I was outlining possible goals for economic development, creative 
placemaking, or even community building agendas. I think, though, that since none of them have art at the true 
core, none of them will be ultimately satisfactory alone. Yet, it is the community building agenda that lies 
closest to our understanding of the origins and purposes of the arts: collective expression of the community’s 
interests, concerns, hopes, and dreams. When we reconnect our artistic vision with an understanding of our 
work as being of service to the community, we as an industry will be near Maslow’s stage of self-actualization, 
somewhat simplistically put as “the full realization of one’s potential.” 
 
The Advocacy Continuum 
To conclude, I would like to suggest a way of viewing where we are in arts advocacy today and where we might 
go next. Economic development research was a first attempt at creating credibility for the arts in a public arena 
that had come to discount the relevance of the arts to the body politic. Creative placemaking, while rooted on 
many of those same ideas, is an expansion upon economic development that adds concern for the community 
beyond dollars and sense. I would suggest that a further expansion, a through-line development from economic 
impact, would be to focus on community well-being as a whole. Imagine the political, social, and even 
economic leverage we would have if we were seen as active players in and supporters of communities in every 
category I mentioned earlier. My descriptor for this stage of advocacy at this point might be “community 
building,” a term that I would mean to include economic impact and creative placemaking but all of those other 
elements as well. I think the sustainable future for the arts lies in being, and being seen, as a player in 
everything that is of importance to the communities in which we live and work. 
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