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“Understanding and acknowledging the incredible economic 
impact of the nonprofit arts, we must always remember the 
fundamental value of the arts. They foster beauty, creativity, 
originality, and vitality. The arts inspire us, sooth us, provoke us, 
involve us, and connect us…but they also create jobs  
and contribute to the economy.”  

—Robert L. Lynch, President and CEO, Americans for the Arts 
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The Arts Mean Business 
Robert L. Lynch, President and CEO, Americans for the Arts 

The Arts & Economic Prosperity study documents in unprecedented scope and 
detail the key role played by the nonprofit arts industry in strengthening our 
nation’s economy. It dramatically alters the perception that the arts are 
luxuries—worth supporting in prosperous times but hard to justify when the 
economy is struggling. At a time when governments at all levels are making tough 
budget choices, this study sends an important message—that support for the arts 
does not come at the expense of economic development. 

In 1994, Americans for the Arts published its first 
economic impact study. Those results became the 
most frequently used statistics in Congress and 
other arenas to demonstrate the value of the arts 
to our communities, our states, and our nation.  
In 2000, we set out to update those numbers with 
a new and larger study. Not only did we want to 
measure the impact of spending by nonprofit arts 
organizations, but also to quantify the economic 
impact of event-related spending by their audiences.  

By all measures, the results are impressive!  
The nonprofit arts industry generates $134 billion 
in total economic activity by arts organizations and 
their audiences. That’s more than the gross 
domestic product of most nations in the world. 
This spending supports 4.9 million full-time 
equivalent jobs—a greater percentage of the  
U.S. workforce than is employed as accountants, 
lawyers, physicians, or computer programmers.  

Our industry also generates $24.4 billion in 
federal, state, and local government revenues 
annually. By comparison, federal, state, and local 
governments collectively spend less than $3 
billion on support for the arts each year—a 
financial return of more than 8-to-1. 

When governments reduce their support for the arts, 
they need to understand that they are not cutting 
frills. They are undercutting a nonprofit industry 
that is a cornerstone of tourism and downtown 
revitalization. When governments increase their 
support for the arts, they are generating tax rev-
enues, jobs, and the creative energies that underlie 
much of what makes America so extraordinary.  

This message is equally important for the  
private sector to hear. The nonprofit arts, unlike 
most industries, leverage significant event-related 
spending by their audiences, with non-local 
audiences spending 75 percent more than their 
local counterparts. The arts attract visitors 
downtown and extend the business day: restau-
rants add dinner service, garages stay open until 
midnight, and stores draw more customers. 

When we hear talk about reducing support for the 
arts, we should ask: Who will make up for the lost 
economic activity? Who will attract tourists to our 
community? Who will vitalize our downtowns 
seven nights per week? Who will provide the 8-to-1 
return on investment that the arts provide to federal, 
state, and local treasuries? Who will replace the 
jobs that the arts support? The expression, “the 
arts mean business,” is not just a slogan; it’s an 
economic reality that can no longer be dismissed. 
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Economic Impact of Spending by 
Nonprofit Arts Audiences in 
Anytown, USA 
The nonprofit arts, unlike most industries, 

leverage significant amounts of event-related 

spending by their audiences. Attendance to arts 

events generates commerce for local businesses 

such as hotels, restaurants, and retail stores. For 

example, when patrons attend an arts event they 

may park their car in a toll garage, purchase 

dinner at a restaurant, and pay a babysitter. 

To measure the impact of arts audiences in 

Anytown, data were collected from 916 event 

attendees during 2005. Researchers used an 

audience-intercept methodology, a standard 

technique in which the interviewer asks a patron 

to complete a survey about their event-related 

spending. To ensure reliability, surveys were 

collected at a diverse sample of events and 

exhibitions. 

The 91 nonprofit arts organizations that 

participated in the study reported that their total 

attendance to nonprofit arts events during 2004 

was 4,759,811. These 4.8 million attendees 

spent a total of $99.3 million—an average of 

$20.85 per person, per event, not including the 

cost of admission. 
 

$99,267,096 $99,588,925 $41,404,149 

2,005 2,348 999 

$33,514,000 $33,808,000 $14,166,000 

$587,000 $1,286,000 $799,000 

$5,035,000 $4,014,000 $1,682,000 
 

Direct Economic Impact of Spending by Nonprofit Arts Audiences in 
Anytown, USA 
 

Anytown, USA 

Population of 
500,000 to 999,999 
(Similar Communities) 

National 
Average 

 

$99,267,096 $99,588,925 $41,404,149 

2,750 3,305 1,380 

$62,702,000 $62,313,000 $24,849,000 

$2,172,000 $3,622,000 $1,762,000 

$9,466,000 $7,800,000 $3,007,000 
 

Total Economic Impact of Spending by Nonprofit Arts Audiences in 
Anytown, USA 
 

Anytown, USA 

Population of 
500,000 to 999,999 
(Similar Communities) 

National 
Average 
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Out-of-Towners Spend More 
In addition to spending data, survey respondents 

were asked to provide their home zip codes, 

enabling researchers to determine which 

attendees were local (i.e., reside within the 

county in which the event occurred) and which 

were non-local (reside outside the county). In 

Anytown, 66.7 percent of the 4.8 million 

nonprofit arts attendees were local; 33.3 percent 

were non-local. 

Non-local arts attendees spent an average of 

21.7 percent more than local attendees ($23.67 

vs. $19.45). As would be expected from a 

traveler, higher spending is typically found in the 

categories of lodging, meals, retail, and 

transportation. These data demonstrate that 

when a community attracts cultural tourists, it 

stands to harness significant economic rewards. 

3,174,794 1,585,017 4,759,811 

66.7% 33.3% 100% 

$19.45 $23.67 $20.85 

$61,749,742 $37,517,354 $99,267,096 

Event-Related Spending by Arts Audiences Totaled $99.3 million in 
Anytown, USA (not including the Cost of Event Admission) 

Resident 
Arts Attendees 

Non-Resident 
Arts Attendees 

All Anytown 
Arts Attendees 

 

$3.51 $4.09 $3.70 

$10.76 $10.50 $10.68 

$1.49 $1.91 $1.63 

$1.10 $0.95 $1.05 

$1.55 $2.73 $1.94 

$0.72 $0.33 $0.59 

$0.24 $3.01 $1.16 

$0.08 $0.15 $0.10 

$19.45 $23.67 $20.85 

 

Nonprofit Arts Event Attendees Spend an Average of 20.85 Per Person in 
Anytown, USA (not including the Cost of Event Admission) 

Resident 
Arts Attendees 

Non-Resident 
Arts Attendees 

All Anytown 
Arts Attendees 
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Estimating Your Local 
Economic Impact 

Economic Impact Per $100,000  
of Spending by Nonprofit Arts 
Organizations 

To make it easier to compare the economic 

impacts of different organizations and 

communities, the project researchers calculated 

the economic impact per $100,000 of local 

spending by nonprofit arts organizations. Thus, for 

every $100,000 in spending by a nonprofit arts 

organization, there was the following total 

economic impact in Anytown. 

An Example of How to Use this Table 

An administrator from a nonprofit arts 

organization in Anytown that has total 

expenditures of $1 million wants to determine the 

organization’s economic impact on full-time 

equivalent employment on Anytown. The 

administrator would: 

• Determine the amount spent by the  
arts organization; 

• Divide the expenditure by 100,000; and  

• Multiply that figure by the economic impact 
results for Anytown per $100,000. 

Thus, $1,000,000 divided by 100,000 equals ten; 

ten times 3.20 (from the table below) equals a 

total of 32 full-time equivalent jobs supported 

within Anytown by that nonprofit arts 

organization. The same estimate can be made for 

household income and revenues to local and state 

government. 

3.20 2.87 3.12 

$87,400 $77,887 $76,842 

$2,107 $3,791 $3,167 

$6,078 $4,897 $4,758 
 

Economic Impact Per $100,000 of Spending by Nonprofit Arts Organizations in 
Anytown, USA  

Anytown, USA 

Population of 
500,000 to 999,999 
(Similar Communities) 

National 
Average 
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Economic Impact Per $100,000 of 
Spending by Nonprofit Arts Audiences 

The impact of event-related spending by arts 

audiences can be derived similarly to the 

calculation of economic impact for nonprofit arts 

organizations. The first step is to determine the 

total event-related spending by attendees to arts 

events (excluding the cost of admission). 

To derive this figure, multiply the average per 

person event-related expenditure (found in the 

table below) by the total attendance to your 

organization’s arts events. Using this total dollar 

figure, the table on the next page—Economic 

Impact Per $100,000 of Spending by Nonprofit Arts 

Audiences—can be used to determine the total 

economic impact of audience spending, based on 

every $100,000 of event-related spending. 

$3.70 $2.76 $2.44 

$10.68 $8.18 $7.89 

$1.63 $4.17 $3.51 

$1.05 $2.03 $2.19 

$1.94 $2.83 $2.63 

$0.59 $0.28 $0.33 

$1.16 $2.27 $2.55 

$0.10 $1.10 $1.33 

$20.85 $23.61 $22.87 
 

Average Event-Related Spending Per Person by Arts Event Attendees in 
Anytown, USA (not including the Cost of Event Admission) 
 

Anytown, USA 

Population of 
500,000 to 999,999 
(Similar Communities) 

National 
Average 
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An Example of How to Use this Table 

An administrator wants to determine the economic 

impact of his organization’s 25,000 arts event 

attendees on full-time equivalent employment in 

Anytown. The administrator would: 

• Determine the total audience spending by 
multiplying the average per person expenditure 
for Anytown by the total attendance; 

• Divide the total audience spending amount by 
100,000; and 

• Multiply that figure by the economic impact 
results for Anytown per $100,000. 

Thus, 25,000 times $20.85 (from the table on the 

preceding page—Average Event-Related Spending 

Per Person by Arts Event Attendees) equals 

$521,250; $521,250 divided by 100,000 equals 

5.2125; 5.2125 times 2.77 FTE Jobs (from the 

table above) equals a total of 14.4 full-time 

equivalent jobs supported within Anytown. The 

same estimates can be made for household 

income and revenue to local and state 

government. 

2.77 3.24 3.38 

$63,165 $60,709 $55,795 

$2,188 $3,991 $3,997 

$9,536 $8,014 $7,334 
 

Economic Impact Per $100,000 of Spending by Nonprofit Arts Audiences in 
Anytown, USA  

Anytown, USA 

Population of 
500,000 to 999,999 
(Similar Communities) 

National 
Average 
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Arts Volunteerism and  
In-Kind Contributions:  
An Economic Impact  
Beyond Dollars 

Arts & Economic Prosperity reveals a significant 

contribution to nonprofit arts organizations as a 

result of volunteerism. In 2004, 11,862 arts 

volunteers donated 290,798 hours to Anytown’s 

nonprofit arts organizations. This represents a 

donation of time with an estimated value of 

$5,103,505 (Independent Sector estimates the 

value of the average 2004 volunteer hour at 

$17.55).1 While these arts volunteers may not 

have an economic impact as defined in this study, 

they clearly have an enormous impact on their 

communities by assisting in keeping arts 

organizations functioning as a viable industry. 

The nonprofit arts organizations surveyed for this 

study were also asked about the sources and value 

of their in-kind support (i.e., donated assets and 

services, such as office space). The 91 responding 

nonprofit arts organizations in Anytown received 

in-kind contributions with a total value of 

$3,470,877 during 2004 from corporations, local 

government, local arts agencies, the state arts 

agency, individuals, and other sources. 

Surveys of Arts Organizations 
Each of the communities that participated in the 

national study identified their local universe of 

eligible nonprofit arts organizations and coded 

those organizations using the Urban Institute’s 

National Taxonomy of Exempt Entities coding 

system. The eligible organizations received a 

survey requesting detailed information about their 

fiscal 2004 expenditures (labor, local and non-

local artists, operations, materials, facilities, and 

asset acquisition) as well as their attendance 

figures. Additionally, public arts councils, public 

presenting facilities or institutions, and embedded 

organizations that have their own budget were 

included where they play a substantial role in the 

cultural life of the community. The responding 

organizations—ranging from opera, public radio 

stations, and historical museums to weaving 

societies and arts service organizations—had 

annual budgets ranging from $0 to $76.6 million. 

Response rates for the participating communities 

averaged 47.4 percent, and ranged from below 20 

percent to a full 100 percent. Each community’s 

results are based solely on the actual survey data 

collected from nonprofit arts organizations, not on 

fiscal projections or extrapolations. The sub-100 

percent response rates in 87 of the 91 

communities strongly indicate an understatement 

of the economic impact findings in most of the 

communities that are documented in this report. 

In Anytown, 91 of the 250 eligible organizations 

identified by the Anytown Arts Council 

responded to the survey, a response rate of 36.4 

percent. The responding organizations had a range 

of budgets from 0 to $22,669,368. 

Surveys of Arts Audiences 
An audience-intercept methodology (patrons at 

nonprofit arts events are asked to complete a 

survey while attending the event) was used to 

measure spending by audiences at nonprofit arts 

events during 2004. Seventy-five of the 91 

communities that participated in the national 

study collected data about audience spending. An 

average of 527 surveys was collected in each 

community at events ranging from museum 

exhibitions and arts festivals to opera 

performances and children’s theater productions. 
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The randomly selected respondents detailed 

spending on attendance-related activities such as 

meals, souvenirs, transportation, and lodging. 

Using total attendance data for 2004 (collected 

from the participating nonprofit arts 

organizations), standard statistical methods were 

then used to derive a reliable estimate of total 

expenditures by attendees. The 40,000 audience-

survey respondents were asked to provide 

information about the entire party with whom 

they were attending. With an average of more 

than three individuals per survey reported on, 

these data actually represent the spending 

patterns of more than 100,000 attendees to 

nonprofit arts organizations—significantly 

increasing the reliability of the data. 

In Anytown, audience-intercept surveys were 

collected from 916 arts event attendees during 

2005. 

Studying Economic Impact Using 
Input/Output Analysis 
To derive the most reliable economic impact data, 

economists used the method of input/output 

analysis to measure the impact of expenditures by 

the local nonprofit arts industry and their 

audiences. This method is a standard procedure 

for demonstrating the impact of expenditures on 

communities (and has also been the basis for two 

Nobel Prize awards in economics). It is well 

suited for this study because the models can be 

customized specifically to each community to 

measure the industry directly and through the 

commerce that the industry creates. An 

input/output model is a system of mathematical 

equations that combines statistical methods and 

economic theory. It traces how many times a 

dollar is “re-spent” within the local economy and 

the economic impact of each of those rounds of 

spending. How can a dollar be re-spent? Consider 

the following example: 

A theater company purchases a gallon of paint 
from the local hardware store for $10 (this 
generates the “direct economic impact”). The 
hardware store then uses a portion of the $10 to 
pay the sales clerk’s salary; the sales clerk re-
spends some of the money for groceries; the 
grocery store in turn uses some of the money to 
pay its cashier; the cashier then spends some for 
the utility bill; and so on (these are the “indirect 
economic impacts”). 

The model for each community is customized 

based on the local dollar flow between 533 finely 

detailed industries within that community. This 

was accomplished by using detailed data on 

employment, incomes, and government revenues 

provided by the U.S. Department of Commerce 

(e.g., County Business Patterns, Regional 

Economic Information System, Survey of State 

and Local Finance), local tax data (sales taxes, 

property taxes, and other local option taxes), as 

well as the survey data from nonprofit arts 

organizations and their audiences. 
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Conclusion 
The nonprofit arts are a $244.1 million industry in Anytown, USA—one that 
supports 7,381 full-time jobs and generates $23.5 million in local and state 
government revenue. Nonprofit arts organizations in Anytown, which spend 
$144.8 million annually, leverage a remarkable $99.3 million in additional 
spending by arts audiences—spending that pumps vital revenue into local 
restaurants, hotels, retail stores, parking garages, and other businesses. By 
demonstrating that investing in the arts yields economic benefits, Arts & 
Economic Prosperity lays to rest a common misconception: that communities 
support the arts at the expense of local economic development. This report 
shows conclusively that in Anytown the arts mean business! 

End Notes 
1   Giving and Volunteering in the United States 2004, Independent Sector, 2005. 
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Anytown’s Participating Nonprofit Arts 
Organizations 

This study could not have been completed 

without the cooperation of the following 91 

nonprofit arts organizations in Anytown that 

provided detailed financial information about 

their organization: 

(Insert organizational survey respondents here) 

Anytown’s Arts Patrons 

Additionally, this study could not have been 

completed without the cooperation of the 916 arts 

patrons who generously took the time to complete 

the audience spending survey while attending one 

of the following arts events in Anytown: 

(Insert arts events where audience surveys were collected here) 

The 100 Arts and Economic Prosperity II 
Local Project Partners/Communities 

(List the 100 local project partner organizations and their 

communities here) 
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Comparisons with Similarly Populated Communities 
Since 1994, Americans for the Arts has 

conducted studies measuring the economic of 

the nonprofit arts in more than 100 

communities across the country. Each study has 

utilized the same methodology, requiring the 

collection of accurate local expenditure data, as 

well as the development of an economic 

input/output model customized for each 

community using local, state, and federal tax and 

commerce information. 

According to the most recent data available from 

the U.S. Census Bureau, the population of 

Anytown was estimated to be 857,183 during 

2004. The table below compares the economic 

impact results for Anytown with those of other 

similarly sized economic impact study 

participants (populations from 500,000 to 

999,999). 

 
ECONOMIC IMPACT: ANYTOWN, USA COMPARED TO SIMILARLY POPULATED COMMUNITIES 
(RANKED BY POPULATION IN ASCENDING ORDER) 

     Economic Impact of Total Spending 

 
Community 

Census 
Pop. 

Organization 
Spending 

Audience 
Spending 

Total 
Spending 

FTE 
Jobs 

Resident 
Income 

Local Gov’t 
Revenue 

State Gov’t 
Revenue 

Union County, NJ 522,541 $19,020,009 $2,511,517 $21,798,491 530 $14,731,000 $765,000 $832,000 

Milwaukee, WI 596,974 $122,432,691 $30,209,608 $152,642,299 4,038 $98,247,000 $6,440,000 $8,200,000 

Monmouth County, NJ 615,301 $5,298,155 $8,023,911 $13,322,066 374 $8,034,000 $563,000 $797,000 

Memphis, TN 650,100 $47,569,652 $54,159,505 $101,729,157 3,616 $74,706,000 $2,838,000 $6,119,000 

Columbus, OH 711,470 $106,549,421 $159,003,298 $265,552,719 8,964 $186,420,000 $8,045,000 $17,485,000 

Ventura County, CA 753,197 $6,818,889 $8,177,977 $14,996,866, 497 $10,086,000 $664,000 $1,258,000 

Indianapolis, IN 791,926 $148,330,543 $146,083,931 $294,414,474 10,412 $230,769,000 $10,724,000 $21,312,000 

Fulton County, GA 816,006 $137,085,939 $193,899,104 $330,985,043 10,285 $261,211,000 $12,824,000 $19,047,000 

Anytown, USA 857,183 $144,806,388 $99,267,096 $244,073,484 7,381 $189,263,000 $5,223,000 $18,267,000 

Honolulu, HI 876,156 $67,231,607 $113,462,333 $180,693,940 4,978 $119,770,000 $5,067,000 $10,770,000 

Westchester County, NY 923,459 $55,444,112 $37,398,560 $92,842,672 2,859 $67,768,000 $6,039,000 $8,006,000 

Detroit, MI 951,270 $248,851,084 $181,758,164 $430,609,248 11,755 $270,506,000 $13,199,000 $29,424,000 

 

For more comparisons, data tables containing the detailed survey results for all 100 communities that 

participated in the 2005 Arts & Economic Prosperity II study are located in Appendix A of the National 

Report, which is available for download at www.AmericansForTheArts.org/EconomicImpact. 

 


