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Investing in Creativity: A Study of 
the Support Structure for U.S. Artists

MARIA-ROSARIO JACKSON

nvesting in Creativity: A Study of the Support Structure for U.S. Artists
was a national study conducted by the Urban Institute and supported by a

thirty-eight-member consortium of funders. The study created a new frame-
work for analysis and action that views support for artists in the United States
as a system comprising six key dimensions of the environment in which an
artist works. The study began with the premise that artists and their work are
important components of community life and society as a whole. But we
know relatively little about the diversity of artists’ careers, their specific con-
tributions to society, the mechanisms on which they rely when pursuing their
artistic goals, and the range or strength of the cultural sector’s connections to
other aspects of society. To date, social science research on the cultural sector
has emphasized the role of cultural organizations and more recently has
explored patterns of cultural participation. However, with few exceptions,
comparatively little attention has been paid to artists—the creators and inter-
preters of artwork.

STUDY APPROACH AND RESEARCH COMPONENTS

Investing in Creativity took an environmental approach, treating the support
structure of artists in the United States as a system made up of key dimensions

Maria-Rosario Jackson is a senior research associate and director of the Urban
Institute’s Culture, Creativity, and Communities Program. Her research focuses on
urban policy, urban poverty, community planning, the role of arts and culture in com-
munity building processes, and the politics of race, ethnicity, and gender in urban
settings. 
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of the environments or “places” in which artists work. The focus on place as
the primary organizing concept for our research and findings forced a more
encompassing view of an artist’s support structure. It is different from, but
inclusive of, the conventional focus on grants, awards, and similar direct finan-
cial support.1 The study also attempted to identify some significant character-
istics of the diversity of artists that affect how they seek support. Among these,
the study found some demographic characteristics as well as features of the
ways in which artists pursue their careers—as individual entrepreneurs, busi-
ness owners, and employees; as players in nonprofit, public, and commercial
realms; and as workers in the arts field alone, but also sometimes at the inter-
section of arts and other fields, such as education and community development.

In this study, we defined “artists” as adults who have received training in
an artistic discipline or tradition, define themselves professionally as artists,
and attempt to derive income from use of their expert artistic vocational skills
in visual, literary, performing, and media arts. We focused mainly on artists
working in the formal nonprofit sector, but we also addressed artists working
in commercial and public contexts, as well as in the informal sector.2 Investing
in Creativity had several research components: case studies and focus group
discussions in Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, Houston, Los Angeles, New York
City, San Francisco, Seattle, and Washington, D.C., including interviews with
more than 450 people;3 a composite inquiry of artists in rural places (includ-
ing interviews and a national conference focused on artists in rural places);
creation and analysis of an ongoing database, NYFA Source, that provides
national and local information on awards and services for artists;4 a national-
ly representative poll of attitudes toward artists in the United States as well as
site-specific polls in case study cities; numerous advisory meetings convened
by the project; and attendance at various conferences and professional meet-
ings for artists. Additionally, we drew from various studies, both completed
and ongoing, of the cultural sector and related fields. Our approach to dis-
semination also distinguishes this project from most research studies. To
ensure that the appetite for information from the study remained strong—and
that we presented the research findings in ways that could be easily under-
stood and readily used—our research work was accompanied by a parallel
process of ongoing dissemination of preliminary findings to a wide range of
people who have a role to play in addressing issues raised in the study. Our
intended audience, in addition to artists, included funders in the arts and other
sectors, arts advocates, and policymakers in the arts and related fields.

Throughout the Investing in Creativity Study, we tapped the contributions
of artists themselves in several ways. Artists and their views have been well
represented in our case studies—half of the interviews at each of our study
sites were with artists. In addition, artists—along with arts administrators,
funders, policymakers, and selected observers outside the cultural sector—
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served as advisers and consultants to the project and as sounding boards for
emerging findings. 

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK AND SELECTED KEY FINDINGS

Our environmental approach led us to develop an analytical framework
along six major interrelated dimensions that make a place hospitable or inhos-
pitable to artists:

• Validation—the ascription of value to what artists do
• Demand/Markets—society’s appetite for artists and what they do and the

markets that translate this appetite into financial compensation
• Material Supports—access to the financial and physical resources artists

need for their work: employment and health insurance, awards, space,
equipment, and materials

• Training and Professional Development—conventional and lifelong learn-
ing opportunities

• Communities/Networks—inward connections to other artists and the cul-
tural sector; outward connections to non-artists and realms beyond the cul-
tural sector

• Information—data sources about artists and for artists

Investing in Creativity was neither an exhaustive, nor a historical treat-
ment of each of the dimensions of the framework. The study first and fore-
most provides interested parties with a new lens to understand support for
artists. With that new lens we provide a snapshot of a specific point in time
and take the first steps in describing and analyzing each dimension of sup-
port. We also begin to point to how these dimensions relate to each other.
Findings from this study are intended chiefly to serve as a point of departure
for people interested in addressing artists’ support in a more comprehensive
way. We based our findings on crosscutting analyses of all our case study site
data, data from our nationally representative poll of attitudes toward artists,
and NYFA Source. 

VALIDATION 

The ascription of value to what artists do takes many forms. It can be for-
mal or informal, tied to or not tied to money, direct or indirect. The most
prominent forms we identified were (a) peer recognition (appreciation of an
artist’s work by other artists) and (b) audience or direct public recognition—
attendance or participation in events; the incidence of people returning for
another performance, showing, or interaction with the artists, and the pur-
chase of works of art or artistic products. We also identified other prominent

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

D
re

xe
l U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 0

8:
44

 1
7 

Ju
ne

 2
01

4 



46 Vol. 34, No. 1

The Journal of Arts Management, Law, and Society

forms: arts criticism, which situates an artist’s work within a broader artistic
context; media coverage, which exposes artists to the general public and vice
versa; and awards, grants, and similar competitions, which publicly “certify”
artists as legitimate and often provide financial support.

Interviewees also emphasized affiliations with training institutions, such as
universities, art schools, companies, and studios, and with individual master
teachers that “brand” artists and associate them with the characteristics
ascribed to those entities. They also emphasized being selected to show work
or perform at particular venues—formal arts venues as well as other places,
such as coffee houses and community centers. 

We found that, given the rich and growing diversity of artists, mainstream
validation mechanisms are currently very limited in their ability to reflect or
assess certain artists’ work. Particular groups affected by this include many
artists of color, immigrant artists, avant-garde artists, artists working at the
intersection of art and other fields (e.g., community development, social ser-
vices, and education), and artists working in new technologies.

We found that two major types of issues need to be considered in under-
standing the validation of artists at the local and national levels: contextual
factors shaping the public’s understanding of artists and issues tied to the
direct validation of artists’ work.

Contextual Factors Shaping the Public’s Understanding of Artists 

Some interview respondents in various cities expressed the belief that
much of the public considers “art” frivolous and recreational and that
“artists”—by extension—are not viewed as serious professionals worthy of
compensation. On a related note, our poll of attitudes toward artists suggests
that the public does not value artists’ contributions as much as those of other
types of professionals, including teachers, doctors, scientists, construction
workers, and clergy (see table 1).

Our research revealed that cultural institutions and the dissemination of
artistic products tend to overshadow individual artists and their creative process
in media coverage, policy discussions, public documents, and information
sources about cities and communities. Also, although our poll of public atti-
tudes toward artists revealed that there is strong demand for much of what
artists do and produce (especially when there are outlets for mass dissemina-
tion of the work), that demand does not appear to translate to validation for
artists as the producers of those goods. In other words, there appears to be a
disconnection between artists and what they do or potentially contribute
through their work.

As alluded to earlier, our field research also suggests that artists’ societal
contributions are not well understood, documented, or publicized in ways that
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reach the masses. This is especially true for artists working in new areas and
technologies, artists working in particular aesthetic traditions that are not
mainstream, and artists working at the intersection of arts and other fields. 

Issues in the Direct Validation of Artists’ Work

Regarding direct validation for artists, we found that artists consider peer
recognition extremely important, but we also learned that opportunities for
peer recognition—artists’ networks and artist-focused organizations, in par-
ticular—are often fragile. We also found that opportunities for artists to con-
nect directly with the public are key; however, most conventional artists’
training does not emphasize the skills artists need to make such connections.
Also, the current structure does not serve demographic and artistic diversity
well—with those groups already noted as being relatively neglected by main-
stream validation mechanisms particularly affected. For example, in some
cases, such groups appear to have fewer opportunities for getting awards and
grants. 

Our field research reveals a critical need for alternative validation mecha-
nisms. These include radio, community newspapers, ethnic studies depart-
ments, community-based organizations, independent arts criticism journals,
and international as well as transnational mechanisms for some immigrant
groups. But these, with few exceptions, appear to carry little direct or indirect

TABLE 1. Artists’ Contribution to the Good of Society Compared with
Those in Other Professions

Percent who say
Select professions contribute “a lot”

Teachers 82
Doctors 76
Scientists 66
Construction workers 63
Clergy/other religious leaders 52
Artists 27
Elected officials 26
Athletes 18

Note: National respondents were asked, “For each occupation I read, please tell me how
much you think it contributes to the general good of society. Do they contribute a lot,
some, only a little, or nothing at all to the general good of society?”
Source: Jackson, Marie-Rosario, et al. Investing in Creativity: A Study of the Support
Structure for U.S. Artists. Washington, DC. The Urban Institute.
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monetary value compared with most mainstream mechanisms and tend to be
financially fragile.

DEMAND/MARKETS

Artists do their work—sometimes simultaneously, sometimes over the
course of their careers—in and across a wide range of markets, both inside
and outside the cultural sector. Rather than define artists’ working lives in
the narrow terms of specific “arts” markets and artistic genres in nonprofit
or commercial sectors, our research suggests that we should also think of
artists as working in linked markets. These markets include (a) opportuni-
ties in the commercial, public, nonprofit, and informal sectors and (b)
opportunities in arts markets as well as where the arts intersect with other
fields—what we call “hybrid markets.”

Arts Sector Interactions 

Although the extent and nature of sector interactions warrant more investi-
gation, our findings suggest the following: First, the nonprofit and informal
arts sectors often feed new ideas, art forms, and talent to the commercial arts
sector, in some ways providing an important research and development func-
tion. Second, some people who engage in the commercial sector at times pro-
vide financial resources to the nonprofit arts sector. Third, the public sector
provides direct resources to artists (e.g., contracts and awards) as well as indi-
rect resources (e.g., services), which are often channeled through the non-
profit sector. Fourth, many artists develop artistic skills and new art forms in
the context of the informal arts sector, giving rise to artistic activity that influ-
ences all the other sectors.

Hybrid Markets

Although many artists work primarily in the context of cultural markets and
explicitly in cultural venues, we also found many artists working in non-arts
venues and hybrid markets—that is, jobs and careers that blend artistic
endeavor with other professions, such as education, health care, and commu-
nity development. Our research strongly suggests that in all sectors there is
considerable potential hybrid market demand that has not been tapped, but nei-
ther artists nor the people who need their talents fully recognize their mutual
supply/demand relationship. Thus, the need for intermediaries—often in the
forms of individual agents, artists’ groups, and associations, regional and
national networks that can help navigate the various sectors and various types
of markets—is heightened.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

D
re

xe
l U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 0

8:
44

 1
7 

Ju
ne

 2
01

4 



Spring 2004 49

Investing in Creativity

MATERIAL SUPPORTS

Our findings on access to the material supports artists need for their work
fall into four categories: employment and health benefits, awards, space, and
equipment and materials.

Employment and Health Insurance

Our findings confirm previous research concluding that the majority of
artists are not employed full time as artists; do not derive substantial earnings
from their art work; have multiple jobs; and earn less on average than other
people with comparable education, experience, and skills sets (Caves 2000;
Alper and Wassall 2000; Menger 1999; Jeffri 1997a, 1997b). These employ-
ment patterns, which resemble those of a growing number of people identi-
fied as “contingent workers,” bring certain lifestyle benefits but also have
significant drawbacks (Carre, Ferber, Goldben, and Herzenberg 2000;
Herzenberg, Alic, and Wial 1998; Osterman 1999). The primary drawbacks
to this typical employment pattern are low earnings and job instability. Our
field research confirmed that important sources of employment for artists—
teaching and arts administration—turn out to be problematic. Teaching jobs
with benefits are scarce, and teaching art, often an optional part of the cur-
riculum, is particularly vulnerable to budget cuts. The burden of administra-
tive work in arts administration often crowds out any time for making art. We
also learned that many artists can quilt together job patterns that enable them
to relate their work to their art—some deliberately, others more serendipi-
tously. Success in doing this depends to some degree on the markets avail-
able to them. But it also seems to depend on an artist’s resourcefulness and
philosophy about artwork. 

Artists’ Employment and Their Health

For many types of artists, their work environment is hazardous to their
physical health—with about half of all working artists saying that they are or
have been exposed to occupational hazards (Jeffri 1997a, 1997b). A much
higher percentage of artists pay for their own health insurance, as compared
with other workers in the United States. More than half of artists pay for their
health insurance, for example, compared with less than one-tenth of U.S.
workers (Jeffri 1989, 1997a, 1997b). Artists’ unions are important providers
of health insurance, but union membership is not an option for many artists,
particularly those who work in the nonprofit sector of the economy. Here, as
in other aspects of their work life, our field research suggests that many
artists do not see themselves as small businesses and therefore do not regu-
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larly access health insurance using available small business models or pro-
grams for self-employed people. However, we learned that, at times, the cost
of insurance packages for individuals and small businesses also surfaced as
a challenge. The current state of health insurance needs for artists warrants
further investigation.

Awards and Grants

Awards and grants, in addition to being important validation mechanisms,
provide financial and/or in-kind resources (such as residencies). Because no
comprehensive repository of information existed on the awards and grants
available to artists, we created such a database. To compile this database, the
Urban Institute partnered with the New York Foundation for the Arts to build
on its Visual Artists’ Information Hotline. This effort resulted in the creation
of NYFA Source—a comprehensive national database of awards and services
available to artists—which is the source of the following statistics.5

Of the more than 2,659 award programs in NYFA Source, cash grant pro-
grams make up the vast majority (more than 1,800) and residencies account
for the next most common grants (about 452).6 The remainder are mostly hon-
orary prizes (152) and apprenticeships (about 137). Although a large majori-
ty of these awards are open to multiple disciplines, there are still significant
differences in the number of awards available to artists working in various
fields. Literary artists have the most opportunities to apply (about 1,023 pro-
grams), followed by visual artists (about 780) and musician/composers (about
750). The folk/traditional arts category (206 programs) falls at the opposite
end of the scale. The low number of opportunities available to folk/tradition-
al artists presents an important challenge because this category often functions
as a catch-all that includes the artwork of populations such as new immi-
grants, who, as is evident in current demographic trends, are a growing part of
America’s cultural life.

Based on the 48 percent of cash grant programs that have reported finan-
cial information about size of awards, we found that three-fourths of the cash
grants were less than $10,000 and half of the cash grants were less than
$2,000. Our fieldwork reveals that, in many instances, even a small grant can
have a large impact on an artist’s ability to make work. However, small grants
generally only make a minor dent in the cost of living. Nevertheless, accord-
ing to our interview respondents, in some cases, the prestige of an award can
outweigh its monetary value. Also, respondents viewed awards that include
not only financial benefits but also other services, such as assistance with mar-
keting and space, as very valuable, but such rewards are relatively few in num-
ber. According to our artist respondents, money that is unrestricted—available
for use at the artist’s discretion—is especially helpful.
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Many artists we spoke with see awards as important sources of support. We
also encountered many artists who told us that they do not apply for awards.
Some say they are not very aware of opportunities to apply. Some say they
have never applied because the application process is cumbersome and the
awards are not worth the effort. Others say they feel unlikely to be selected for
an award because of their demographic or artistic characteristics or because
they do not have connections to funders. One of the strongest perceptions was
that the people who receive awards are often the best grant writers, not the
best artists. It is also important to note the perception among some respon-
dents that many award programs are by nomination only, when NYFA Source
data reveal that the vast majority (79 percent) are open to application.

Space

Artists’ need for workspace distinguishes many of them from most other
occupational groups. Work space for many artists includes studio/rehearsal
space for making work, space where they can do business and gather to cri-
tique one another’s work and thus strengthen their craft, space to perform or
present their work, and (for some) space to store their work. Concerns about
arts space are everywhere, although some places are closer to being in obvi-
ous crisis than others. Rural places are generally in better shape than cities.
Dance and the visual arts appear to be the disciplines with the most critical
space needs. Artists and others in these fields are also the most active in ad-
dressing this problem. 

Artist-focused organizations are currently among the most important play-
ers in meeting artists’ space needs. They provide physical space for artists,
taking advantage of funding and specialized subsidies for space not always
available to individuals. Many also act as advocates for space provision. But
these kinds of organizations, with some exceptions, tend to be financially vul-
nerable; ill-equipped to interact effectively with powerbrokers and gatekeep-
ers such as city hall, developers, funders, and community leaders; and unique-
ly threatened by redevelopment and rising real estate prices. 

In several of our case study sites, potentially usable spaces were available,
but some artists with whom we spoke deemed them to be “undesirable”—they
are often located in neighborhoods that are dilapidated and unsafe or in dis-
tant suburbs. Reasons given for this aversion include the perceived exorbitant
cost of conversion, apprehension that audiences would not be attracted to such
places, and the fact that many artists prefer to work in close proximity to
amenities and to other people with similar interests. Our case study sites
revealed that some artists and arts initiatives have not been deterred by such
arguments. These typically have a community improvement agenda tied to
their artistic mission.
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Another significant factor to consider related to artists’ space needs is gen-
trification.7 It threatens artists’ space in many different communities and real
estate markets. The problem is particularly acute because the presence of artists
in low-income neighborhoods can help catalyze a gentrification/revitalization
push. In a typical scenario, artists move into disinvested neighborhoods and help
spur investment, which causes the cost of real estate to go up, pricing artists and
other residents out of the neighborhood. Our research suggests that artists can
indeed contribute to neighborhood revitalization or potentially to gentrification,
but that they are certainly not the only factor driving these processes. 

Equipment and Materials

Equipment needs and access barriers vary substantially by discipline, with
media artists and folk/traditional artists having the most acute unmet needs,
according to our case study interviews and other research. For media artists,
the acute need is for equipment. For folk/traditional artists, it is materials, par-
ticularly for those who use natural materials in their work. 

Cost is the fundamental barrier to accessing equipment. Sharing equipment
typically brings down that cost. Art schools and other arts organizations, such
as media arts centers, are important sources of equipment. Also, many artists
share equipment by building networks, collaborative studios, and similar
groupings. And some media artists have found employment in the technology
sector that enables them to access equipment through their employers.

For some artists, obtaining materials essential to their work presents a chal-
lenge due to scarcity and regulations on access (e.g., environmental and copy-
right regulations). Often, arts organizations and artists’ networks can play only
a limited role in addressing these problems. Lasting solutions to this type of
access problem lie outside the cultural sector—in the realm of public regula-
tion, in such areas as the environment, economic development, and control of
public lands.

TRAINING AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Even though university-based arts programs and art schools come immedi-
ately to mind when thinking about artists’ training venues, our study reveals
that artists also get important amounts and types of training and professional
development from a range of other sources, both formal and informal.
Moreover, we found that some of the types of training artists need most acute-
ly—business skills and skills to engage and work in different types of mar-
kets—are not typically available in conventional arts education institutions.

In addition to university-based arts programs and art schools, the follow-
ing sources of training and professional development surfaced in our study:
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artist-focused organizations and networks, including arts centers, service
organizations, and artist colonies; local arts agencies, often public or non-
profit agencies playing a public municipal role; community-based organiza-
tions, including social service/self-help organizations, churches, ethnic
clubs, and familial networks; and other sources of training and professional
development, including peer-to-peer and mentoring relationships, as well as
Web-based opportunities. 

We found that artist-focused organizations, in addition to offering oppor-
tunities to hone craft, were generally deemed important as sources for devel-
oping the practical skills needed to sustain a career. In an effort to respond to
artists’ needs, several already overburdened organizations appear to have
taken on this training role, often whether or not they have the financial
resources for it. Similarly, local arts agencies were recognized as providing
training in practical skills. These organizations often channel national and
state funds earmarked for artists’ training of various sorts. But we also found
examples of arts administrators who, recognizing the need, have started pro-
grams without funding. Community-based organizations provide especially
important sources of specialized craft training and training (often informal)
relevant to some hybrid careers. Also stretched, these organizations can often
provide opportunities only sporadically. Web-based opportunities are emerg-
ing, but they can be expensive to maintain. Information about these various
sources tends to be decentralized (a possible access challenge), and no set
standards exist by which to judge the quality of programs.

Artists’ Most Salient Needs 

Our field research suggests that first and foremost, artists need and want
training and professional development that help them make shifts through-
out their careers—in artistic level (related to career stage), in business skills
(to move among nonprofit, public, and commercial markets), and in skills
related to a variety of arts-related employment. Many artists also expressed
a need for more stable, reliable, and centralized sources of training and pro-
fessional development; more peer-to-peer and mentoring relationships, par-
ticularly for some artists of color, new immigrant artists, and rural artists;
and more travel and exchange programs, both domestic and international,
especially for artists based in places not nationally recognized as cultural
magnets.

COMMUNITIES/NETWORKS

Communities and networks are vital to an artist’s career. They facilitate
access to sources of validation, material resources, training and profession-
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al development, and dissemination of their work. They provide emotional
support for people pursuing the profession. And they are essential in giving
artists a political voice. Communities and networks can be both internal
(within the cultural sector) and external (ranging from formal to informal).
We found examples of networks that have national and regional scope,
reside in artist-focused and community-based organizations, and are based
on institutional affiliations, funder-driven networks, and personal networks
(e.g., extended family and friends).

Although clearly important, according to our findings, national and region-
al networks, artist-focused organizations, and some community-based organi-
zations frequently suffer a lack of resources, even though examples of entities
that are resilient and long-standing do exist. We found that networks often
form around crisis, but these can be difficult to sustain or reassemble once the
crisis has disappeared. We also found that informal networks and tight-knit
communities can be a double-edged sword—they can give artists political
voice and heft around important issues, but they can also be difficult to access
and can reinforce social divisions and inequalities.

INFORMATION

Good decision making about the allocation of resources and program
design in any field relies on information that is collected consistently and reli-
ably over time. Such information reveals important trends, patterns, and
changes. Most of the available information on the arts field focuses on the fis-
cal status of arts organizations, audience counts, and recent explorations of
cultural participation more broadly defined. As noted earlier, comparatively
little information has been gathered about artists. Specifically, we have iden-
tified gaps in information in three critical areas: (a) artists as a professional
group, (b) the social contributions of artists, and (c) the support structure for
artists. Regarding information about artists as a professional group, we did not
find a generally agreed upon count of the population of working artists. The
problems in developing such an estimate include the lack of a generally
accepted definition of who is an artist, the fact that many artists have no affil-
iation with formal organizations and networks (making membership lists a
distorted data source), and the extremely varied demographic characteristics
of those who regard themselves as artists, including subgroups such as folk
artists and immigrant artists that are not reliably captured in official statistics.8

Pertaining to the social contributions of artists, we know that practitioners in
the cultural field have great wisdom and much anecdotal information about
artists’ contributions. But their insights on artists in communities have not
translated into the collection of data that can effectively inform policy choic-
es in governmental or nongovernmental realms. There is a great need to bring
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into relief the many ways in which artists engage with publics—audiences and
amateurs—and the life and use of an artist’s work.

The Investing in Creativity Study highlights the two information needs pre-
viously discussed and also delineates a much larger set of information needs,
given its take on support for artists. We know from our research (and that of
others) that the information infrastructure needed to monitor support for
artists, as delineated in this study, is underdeveloped and requires substantial
attention and resources. I will conclude with some information priorities per-
tinent to the framework.

With regard to validation, the main information gaps are data about the
diversity of artists’ careers and their contributions to society, public attitudes
toward artists, and how direct validation mechanisms address demographic
and artistic diversity. With regard to demand and markets, our study also
points to the need for better information about how the nonprofit, public, com-
mercial, and informal sectors relate to one another; where artists are actually
working and where their skills are potentially needed; what kinds of assis-
tance they require in connecting to various markets and how those needs can
be met. Our research on material support points to the need for better infor-
mation about the artist population as a labor force, with needs for space (for
living and working), health insurance, and similar benefits. We found that the
information captured in NYFA Source about awards and services should be
sustained and strengthened. More evaluative information about artists’ train-
ing programs and the extent to which they address market realities is also
required. Finally, we need more reliably and consistently collected informa-
tion about the presence, roles, and viability of artist-focused organizations and
networks. 

Our research casts doubt on whether there is currently the strong and sus-
tainable demand for, and corresponding resources to gather, the information
required. Our doubts stem from the fact that the resource needs are great, artist
advocacy is weak in many places. Despite these problems, the information
needs summarized here are crucial if progress is to be made in delineating and
monitoring the support structure for U.S. artists.

CONCLUSIONS

Our study presents a comprehensive framework for analyzing and improv-
ing the support structure for artists in the United States. Given this framework,
the actions we suggest to enhance support for artists cover a vast terrain.
Improving the support structure for artists requires a broad base of stakeholders
and a comprehensive long-term strategy that can bring about (a) a fundamental
shift in mindset about how artists relate to society and operate within it and (b)
pragmatic changes among many players that result in an environment that is
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more conducive to the varied career paths that artists pursue and to the advance-
ment of creativity and creative expression in general. Change agents who can
bring this about include educators, the media, funders and policymakers, arts
administrators, and artists themselves, as well as many other players outside of
the cultural realm who have bearing on it. The tasks ahead are formidable, but
many people are already engaged in such work. Their efforts, and those of oth-
ers who have not yet identified this area as a priority, are crucial.

NOTES

This article draws heavily on and includes excerpts from Maria-Rosario Jackson et al. 2003.
Investing in Creativity: A Study of the Support Structure for U.S. Artists Comprehensive Report
and Executive Summary. Culture, Creativity and Communities Program. The Urban Institute:
Washington, DC.

1. This approach to examining support for artists builds on previous Urban Institute research
that seeks to identify and measure both the characteristics of place that make a culturally vibrant
community and the roles that artists and their work play within community contexts (Jackson and
Herranz 2002). 

2. “Informal arts” includes creative activities that fall outside traditional nonprofit, public, and
commercial experiences; it also includes activities such as participating in community theater,
singing in a church choir, or painting in a home studio (adapted from Wali, Severson, and Longoni
2002).

3. Fieldwork was completed between February 2001 and August 2003. The cities selected for
case studies (a) have significant populations of artists (as defined by the Census), (b) are geo-
graphically dispersed around the United States, (c) have diverse demographic characteristics, and
(d) have funders and other leaders who showed evidence of interest in the issues pursued in this
study. The sites, while useful for the purposes of this study, do not constitute a scientifically rep-
resentative sample of U.S. cities.

4. See http://www.nyfa.org/source. 
5. NYFA Source, created through a collaboration of the New York Foundation for the Arts and

the Urban Institute, is a significant step forward in addressing the data needs of the field.
However, it is a new tool that is continually improving. Two current limitations are that data, pri-
marily about budgetary matters and the demographic characteristics of applicants and recipients,
are not complete for all organizations in the database. NYFA continues to work with arts admin-
istrators and funders in the field to improve these features.

6. All NYFA Source statistics are based on a version of the database archived June 2003.
Information contained includes organizational data primarily from fiscal years 2001 and 2002.

7. “Gentrification” is defined as a demand on real estate in an area that causes prices to rise
beyond the reach for many residents, including moderate and middle-income populations (mod-
ified from Turner and Snow 2001).

8. For discussions of methodological challenges to identifying and counting artists, see
Menger 1999; Karttunen 1998.
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