
That is a question that can have many answers.

There are many elements to creating a livable community. And there are many different 

ways to prioritize which are most important. But no matter who is answering the question 

and what other elements are involved, the idea of arts and culture is certain to come up. 

Whether it’s a desire for a performing arts venue, a minor league baseball field, pop-up art 

galleries or just a nice green space, communities need arts and culture if  they are going  

to attract and retain residents for the long haul.

Arts and culture are integral components of any livable community. Though there is no 

cookie cutter formula for their integration, there are many examples of places that are 

doing it successfully. The following examples showcase the range of approaches that  

communities take to incorporate more arts and culture into their fabric.

CULTURE & LIVABILITY
    How do we make a community  
more livable and more attractive to professionals     
                                         with high-paying jobs? 



> LIVING WALLS CONFERENCE: Atlanta, GA

Living Walls, The City Speaks, is an annual conference on street art and urbanism that was started in 2010. 

During the conference walls are transformed by murals and street art from both local and international 

artists. The conference highlights a number of  issues in the city in an effort to create dialogue and change.  

Beyond the creation of  art, the conference includes films, lectures, a street party, bike tour and perfor-

mances. The organization continues to grow and change the landscape in neighborhoods throughout Atlan-

ta. Many of  these places have seen new investment follow and are great examples of  how art can improve 

the quality of  life in a community.

> THE DECATUR SQUARE LIVABLE CENTERS INITIATIVE: Decatur, GA

The Decatur Square is located directly above a MARTA station in the center of  downtown Decatur and is the heart 

of  the City of  Decatur. Surrounded by local businesses and restaurants, the square is a natural gathering place for 

residents and visitors. The plaza area, renovated in 2007, was conceived as part of  the Atlanta Regional Commission’s 

Livable Centers Initiative. Decatur experienced an economic decline in the 1970’s, but during the 1980s festivals and 

special events in conjunction with infrastructure planning helped create a positive city image organically. 

Arts and Culture programming is a regular staple of  life on the square, and is used throughout the year. A large plaza 

area and bandstand are natural public resources for the location of  arts and culture programming. Events include 

free concerts on the square, the Decatur Beach Party, the Decatur Arts Festival, the Decatur Beer Tasting Festival, the 

Holiday bonfire, and the Decatur Book Festival (the largest independent book festival in the country). 



> ARTSBUILD: Chattanooga, TN

Numerous groups support the arts and culture as a boon to Chattanooga.  The City of  Chattanooga,  

Hamilton County, The Chattanooga Area Chamber of  Commerce, The River City Company, The Lyndhurst 

Foundation and ArtsBuild help to promote and tie arts and culture to economic development, livability  

and active living.  These groups support the Hunter Art Museum, the Aquarium, the Children’s Discovery  

Museum, IMAX Theater, The Chattanooga Symphony and Opera, The Tennessee Market and The Bluffview 

Arts District, as well as numerous other organizations, annual events and festivals.

ArtsBuild (AKA Allied Arts of  Greater Chattanooga) is a major player in the arts and serves Chattanooga as 

well as Hamilton County.  ArtsBuild is a “private, nonprofit united arts fund and arts council” that “provides 

a united voice for all cultural organizations and activities in Hamilton County.” Its mission is to “think “global-

ly about the arts in Chattanooga. ArtsBuild is looking at the overall arts picture and is leading the charge to 

ensure a healthy arts environment that sets the path for future generations.”

ArtsBuild provides a central source for representation and funding (through grants, fundraisers, etc.) for 

all the arts in Hamilton County and seeks to make Chattanooga an arts destination.  The organization dates 

from 1969, has a board and staff  and has support and membership from private businesses and the city.

> MILLENNIUM PARK: Chicago, IL

Originally parkland, Illinois Central Rail yards and parking lots, the 24.5 acre Millennium Park in Chicago has been 

transformative for the neighborhood and city.  It has been referred to as the most important city project since the 

World’s Exposition of  1983.  Millennium Park hosted three million visitors its first year, and shattered expectations, 

increasing to four million visitors in 2009.  Corporate philanthropy covered most of  the cost of  the park and was done 

by invitation only.  Since its creation, the community and neighborhoods around the park have become some of  the 

most popular in Chicago.  In 2006, Forbes named the park’s ZIP code as the hottest ZIP code in the country in terms 

of  price appreciation.  The park has been credited with increasing real estate values by $100 per square foot.  The 

financial times described the park as “an extraordinary public park that is set to create new iconic images of  the city… 

a genuinely 21st century interactive park [that] could trigger a new way of  thinking about public outdoor spaces.”  

Sitting atop Millenium Station, the park is technically the largest rooftop garden in the world. It has free admission and 

features the Jay Pritzker Pavilion, Cloud Gate, the Crown Fountain and the Lurie Garden.  One of  the largest public art 

collections in the country, Pulitzer Prize winning architecture critic Blair Kamin described the cultural and civic participa-

tion in the park in this way: “the creativity of  its artists and architects, and the ongoing miracle of  its ability to trans-

form a no place into a someplace that’s extraordinary.” Time described Cloud Gate (the bean) as more of  a destination 

than work of  art.



> THE MURAL ARTS PROGRAM: Philadelphia, PA

Philadelphia, with a loss of  both industry and population from the city, became burdened by concentrations 

of  poverty, vacant properties and vandalism following the end of  World War II.  Out of  this troubled commu-

nity has grown one of  the largest public art programs in the country, the Mural Arts Program.  Developed 

in 1984 as part of  the Anti-Graffiti network, the program engaged graffiti artists to enhance rather than 

deface neighborhoods by commissioning community murals.  The subject matter of  the murals articulated 

the visions of  communities and brought life and pride to a dilapidated urban core.

The program has grown into a 

more dynamic community organiza-

tion that offers free art programs 

in over 50 neighborhood sites and 

engages youth through mural-mak-

ing to develop life and job skills.  

A criminal justice initiative has 

created opportunity for both victims 

and perpetrators of  crime to work 

together to develop restorative 

community art.  

It recently won the Partners for 

Better Communities Entrepreneurial 

American Community Award.  In 25 

years, the Mural Arts Program has 

created over 2,900 murals as tools 

to breathe new life into Philadel-

phia’s downtown while at the same 

time engaging marginalized citizens 

to create community leadership 

and engagement opportunities.  

> MASS MoCa: North Adams, Massachusetts

North Adams is an old mill town located in the Berkshire Mountains in Massachusetts.  Settled in 1745, it was a manu-

facturing center until the late 20th century, when the population declined by more than 40 percent.  In 1985, Sprague 

Electronics closed its 26-building, 13-acre facility, a major blow to the community’s economy. The next year, business 

and political leaders suggested to the Williams College Museum of  Art that it use the compound to display large works 

of  art too big for conventional museum spaces. 

Funding for the project came from the state, the community, foundations and private donors.  In 1999, the Massa-

chusetts Museum of  Contemporary Art (MassMoCA) opened as the nation’s largest center for contemporary visual 

and performing arts.  The museum also collaborates with partners across the region to strengthen regional tourism, 

improve infrastructure for small business development and attract and retain residents.

The Center for Creative Community Development, a Williams College Research Center focusing on the role of  arts in 

community development, has studied and documented these efforts.  Their study on economic impact of  the museum 

on Berkshire County (where North Adams is located) estimates that the museum’s annual expenditures of  $6,000,000 

have an impact of  about $10,630,000  throughout the local economy and have resulted in about 130 jobs. The major-

ity of  annual visitors (96,000 out of  120,000) are from outside the county. Their expenditures have a total economic 

impact of  about $6,000,000 and result in an additional 79 jobs.  They also argue in separate papers that the museum 

has had other tangible and intangible benefits to the community, such as increases in real estate values, increases in 

businesses and employees.  Increased investment and increased diversity in the economic base were observed.  While 

difficult to quantify, the researchers also felt that there was an increased sense that the city was a better place to live, 



> THE BOSTON INDICATORS PROJECT: Boston, MA

As Boston continues to diversify, a consortium of  partners have banded together to explore how more than 

50 nationalities and ethnicities are expressing their presence and adding to the quality of  life in the region. 

The Boston Indicators project, made up of  the Boston Foundation, the City of  Boston and the Metropolitan 

Area Planning Council, assesses the community within the contexts of  civic vitality, cultural life and the arts, 

the economy, education, the environment, health, housing, public safety, technology and transportation. 

This research will explore ethnic traditions and festivals, opportunities for art and music, venues for the 

arts, architectural heritage, museums and public art in the community. To benchmark the role arts play in 

the region, the project will track indicators including,

•	 Impact	on	the	local	and	regional	tourism	industry

•	 Attendance	at	major	spectacles	and	events

•	 Diversity	of 	Arts	organizations	by	neighborhood

•	 Demographic	Representation	of 	Leadership	in	Arts	Organizations

This data driven approach to understanding the impact arts and culture plays in Boston’s livability may yield 

results that allow other regions to better understand where arts and culture can make the greatest impact 

on quality of  life in their own neighborhoods.

      > Metro Atlanta Speaks
Like Boston, the Atlanta region is also tracking arts and culture data. One example of  this came in ARC’s 

first Metro Atlanta Speaks survey conducted in 2013. Respondents were asked to “rate the availability of  

cultural events and venues in metro Atlanta.” More than 68 percent said the availability is Good or Excellent, 

with 23 percent rating it as Fair. We will continue to track the answer to this question over time and hope 

that the positive ratings go even higher.


