WHY
PUBLIC ART
MATTERS
2018

A

rt in public spaces plays a distinguishing role in our country’s history and culture. It reflects and
reveals our society, enhances meaning in our civic spaces, and adds uniqueness to our communities. Public art humanizes the built environment. It provides an intersection between past, present,
and future between disciplines and ideas. Public art matters because our communities gain cultural, social, and
economic value through public art.
In this document we will explore how public art impacts five community values: Economic Growth and Sustainability, Attachment and Cultural Identity, Artists as Contributors, Social Cohesion and Cultural Understanding,
and Public Health and Belonging. Each section includes a summary, reasoning statement, supporting data, and
examples. This document is designed as a tool for those making the case for public art in their community. We
encourage the distribution of this document and the information provided to anyone interested in this topic or
in need of an educational tool.
“Why Public Art Matters (2018)” reflects on the previous green paper of the same title released in the late 2000’s.
The current document was developed in collaboration with the 2018 Public Art Network Advisory Council who
Americans for the Arts thanks for their dedication to strengthening the public art field.

“Magic Carpet” by Candy Coated. Association for Public Art, Philadelphia, PA. Photo credit: Constance Mensh
FRONT & BACK COVER: “Firmament” by Christopher Schardt. Discovery Green Conservancy, Houston, TX. Photo credit: Kayla Horner

ECONOMIC
GROWTH AND
SUSTAINABILITY
By engaging in public art
as a tool for growth and
sustainability, communities
can thrive economically.

Karl Unnasch’s sculpture “Ruminant (The Grand Masticator).” Installed in Reedsburg, WI as part of the Farm/Art DTour public art roadside tour, 2015.
Photo credit: Aaron Dysart.

REASONING:

DATA:

Enhancing the identity and character of communities through public art directly supports
cultural tourism and economic development strategies, which can both retain and attract
residents. In addition, incorporating public art into private development can be a way for
buildings to stand out as developers and managers look for renters—whether businesses or
residents. The attention public art can bring to a development project can be calculated. A
healthy public art ecosystem also drives the growth of new businesses.

70 percent of Americans
believe that the “arts improve
the image and identity” of their
community.*

EXAMPLES:
n

Reston Town Center in Reston, Virginia has a less than one-half of one percent (0.5 percent)
office vacancy rate in a region where the average office vacancy is 16-18 percent. Real estate
broker Joe Ritchey attributes the low vacancy rate in part to the permanent and temporary
public arts located in the Center. (Public Art Spurs Economic Development).

n

Indianapolis, Indiana has seen the growth of two new manufacturing businesses that have
either branched out or sprung up anew to handle the demand for the fabrication of public
art and employing people in the process.

n

The Farm/Art DTour in Sauk County, Wisconsin generated tourism in the area with an estimated 4,200 visitors—over 65% of whom traveled over 50 miles to see the installations
which helped to increase the revenue of many local businesses; some of whom saw revenue increases as much as 300%.

n

In Nashville, projects over $150,000 are estimated to distribute two-thirds to three-quarters
of the budget back into the local economy via fabricators, installers, art handlers, electricians, landscape architects, concrete companies, and other locally-based businesses.

n

Public art projects have boosted cultural tourism, including an influx estimate of $1 billion from Christo’s and Jeanne-Claude’s the “Gates” in New York’s Central Park and the Bay
Area Lights on the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge—with an informal economic impact
assessment conservatively estimated at $97 million dollars added to the local economy.

Half of people with college
degrees (49 percent) and a
majority of Millennials (52
percent) and Generation Xs
(54 percent) say they would
strongly consider whether a
community is rich in the arts
when deciding where to locate
for a job.**

Arts, culture, and creativity
can improve a community’s
competitive edge, attract new
and visiting populations, and
integrate the visions of both
community and business
leaders.
*Americans Speak Out About the Arts, 2018
**Americans Speak Out About the Arts, 2016

ATTACHMENT AND
CULTURAL IDENTITY
Public art directly influences how people see and connect with a place,
providing access to aesthetics that support its identity and making residents
feel appreciated and valued. Public art encourages attachment to a location for
residents through cultural and historical understanding, and by highlighting what
is unique about the places where people live, work, and play.
“Ballroom Luminoso” by Joe O’Connell and Blessing Hancock in San Antonio, TX. Commissioned by Public Art San Antonio, 2013. Photo credit: Fred Gonzales.

REASONING:
When people see themselves reflected in their civic spaces they
have a sense of attachment that allows them to feel ownership
and respect. Attachment to a location, whether it be a neighborhood, town, or city is key to retention of residents and commuters alike. Public art makes places unique through the reflection
of local history and culture which gives communities a sense of
place and identity.

EXAMPLES:
n

In San Antonio, Texas “Ballroom Luminoso” transformed a
highway underpass into a community-friendly space that
helped unify and strengthen the identity of the nearby
neighborhoods.

n

In “Charting Pogues Run,” by Sean Derry, a temporary project in
Indianapolis mapped the invisible path of a local water system
and indicated how the development of the city continues to
change over time.

n

In York, Alabama “Open House” by Matthew Mazzota addressed
the lack of public gathering spaces by providing a physical
location as common ground for community dialogue and
activities.

DATA:
Aesthetics is one of the top three
characteristics of why residents
attach themselves to a community.

*Americans Speak Out About the Arts, 2018

Matthew Mazzotta’s “Open House” was created in collaboration with the
people of York, AL and the Coleman Center for the Arts, 2011. Photo credits:
Matthew Mazzotta, Shana Berger, and Nathan Purath.

70 percent of Americans say they
experience the arts in a “non-arts”
venue such as a park, hospital,
shopping mall, or airport.*

70 percent of Americans believe
that the “arts improve the image and
identity” of their community. *

ARTISTS AS
CONTRIBUTORS
Providing a public art ecosystem
supports artists and other creatives
by validating them as important
contributors to the community.
REASONING:
A public art ecosystem resonates with artists and other creatives
as a visual reminder that they are embraced by a community.
Artists bring innovation and problem-solving wherever they go,
which strengthens America’s competitiveness in the global marketplace, and plays an important role in building and sustaining
a vibrant economy. Artists provide valuable contributions when
they are included in the planning of public spaces and amenities with planners, engineers, designers, elected officials, and
community stakeholders. Artists bring their creative skills and
interpretations to each idea, site, social construct, and aesthetic potential. These conversations generate creativity in others
inspiring an inventive result. Artists become civic leaders advocating through art for alternative perspectives that can challenge
assumptions, beliefs, and community values.

EXAMPLES:
n

When Indianapolis developed their 2017 Riverside Park Master
Plan, an artist’s contributions to the planning team worked
out so well that the parks and recreations department hired
another artist to be on the planning team for the Broad Ripple
Park Master Plan in 2018.

n

In Madison, Wisconsin The Blubber @ Madison Public Library
provides the community with access to artists and art in the
forms of programming, exhibitions, and more—this provides
a space for learning and reflection. For example, their teen programs develop art and aim to provide “relationship building,
basic skill development, and connection to the community.”

n

“Everyday Poems for City Sidewalk” re-imagines Saint Paul’s
annual sidewalk maintenance program as an ongoing publishing entity for a city-sized book of poetry. Created by one
artist, it allows for the self-expression of many local artists as it
addresses beautification of infrastructure.

n

In Boston’s Artist-in-Residence (AIR) program, artists, community members, and city employees work on projects that help
reframe social conversations. These artists explore the ways
they can use art and media to improve and bolster city initiatives. They also search for ways to make artistic social practice
a part of government and community work.

DATA: 100% of public
art is made by artists and
other creatives.

Artist LaShawnda Crowe Storm as part of the planning team for the Riverside Park Master Plan in Indianapolis, IN. Photo credit: Ratio Architects.

LEFT: “47 Stories” by Shira Walinsky and Laura Deutch in Philadelphia, PA. Commissioned by Mural Arts Philadelphia in collaboration with Southeastern Pennsylvania
Transportation Authority, 2017. Photo credit: Steve Weinik. RIGHT: “Union” by Martha Jackson Jarvis in Seattle, WA. Administered by the Seattle Office of Arts &
Culture and Commissioned with Seattle Department of Transportation 1% for Art Funds, 2016. Photo credit: Spike Mafford.

SOCIAL COHESION
AND CULTURAL
UNDERSTANDING
Public art provides a visual mechanism
for understanding other cultures
and perspectives, reinforcing social
connectivity with others.

EXAMPLES:
n

In Philadelphia, artists Shira Walinsky and Laura Deutch
utilized the 47 bus as a mobile gallery to showcase places
that are important to members of diverse communities
who live and work along the route. Quotations revealed
what interviewees love and value about the city.

REASONING:

n

Public art supports communities by providing social cohesion and
encouraging civic engagement. Public art activates the imagination
through visual art and storytelling to emphasize the shared humanity
of civic spaces—allowing the individual to better understand strangers and neighbors alike. Public art aids communities in visualizing
different perspectives through civic icons and infrastructure projects
such as train stations, traffic circles, hospitals, water treatment facilities, and airports. By reinforcing the culture of a community, public art
acts as a catalyst for unity and social engagement.

In New York City, the project “Key to the City” provided
everyday citizens a key to unlock 20 public art sites across
the city’s five boroughs. Participants could access cemeteries, community gardens, and police stations while initiating conversations about belonging.

n

Located in a rapidly gentrifying neighborhood in Seattle’s
Central Area Union, serves as a gateway marker to a historically African-American community whom are becoming increasingly displaced. The artwork was designed at
the request of community members who expressed an
interest in both landmark and gathering areas.

DATA:
72 percent of Americans believe “the
arts unify our communities regardless
of age, race, and ethnicity. *

*Americans Speak Out About the Arts, 2018

69 percent of the population believe
the arts “lift me up beyond everyday
experiences.”*

73 percent of Americans agree that
the arts “helps me understand other
cultures better.”*

PUBLIC HEALTH
AND BELONGING
Public art addresses public health and personal illness by
reducing stress, providing a sense of belonging, and
addressing stigmas towards those with mental health issues.
REASONING:
Strong social cohesion creates a positive environment, which in turn supports both physical health
and mental well-being of the community. By both engaging in public artwork development and
facing artwork in the environment, individuals become aware of others and their role in their community. Public artworks can address negative stigma issues towards another culture or group by
providing another perspective when considering peoples of different backgrounds. Additionally,
located in healing spaces such as hospitals, public art improves healthcare and the healing process
by providing an aesthetically interesting place for providers to work in and for patients to heal.

EXAMPLES:
n

Mural Arts Philadelphia researched the impact of public art on mental health with their Porch
Light project where they found “a promising and sustained relative decrease in stigma toward
individuals with mental illness, and a relative decrease in stress.”

n

Mikyoung Kim’s Ripple Garden at Miami Jackson Hospital in Miami, Florida was designed as an
opportunity for fresh air, light exercise, therapeutic gardening, and offering covered seating to
accommodate patients whose medications are adversely affected by sunlight.

n

San Francisco Hospitals have a plethora of exterior and interior works of public art which provide
several benefits from creating healthy environments to connecting with the community in which
the hospital is situated.

DATA:
Public art can function as a
powerful catalyst for improved
mental and physical health.
Public art has been shown to
have clear public health impacts
including decreased stress,
eliciting awe, developing shared
identity, reinforcing self-efficacy,
and promoting positive health
behaviors.
Art located in hospitals offer major
opportunities in the delivery
of better health and improved
experiences for patients, service
users, and staff alike.
Public art is also noted as slowing
pedestrians down to enjoy their
space and providing a positive
impact on mood.

LEFT: “Ethereal Bodies 8” by Cliff Garten at the Zuckerberg General Hospital and Trauma Center in San Francisco, CA. 2016. Commissioned by San Francisco Arts
Commission, 2016. Photo credit: Jeremy Green. RIGHT TOP AND BOTTOM: “Ripple Garden” by Mikyoung Kim at the South Community Hospital in Miami, FL.
Commissioned by Miami Dade County Art in Public Places, 2011. Photo credit: Robin Hill.
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