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Arts and Culture Indicators in Community Building Project:

Main Concepts and Current Activity

A Brief Overview
In 1996, the Urban Institute (UI) initiated the Arts and Culture Indicators in Community Building Project (ACIP) with the support of the Rockefeller Foundation.  The ACIP was launched in collaboration with UI’s National Neighborhood Indicators Project (NNIP), as an exploratory and experimental effort to develop arts and culture neighborhood indicators.
   To this end, during the first two years of the effort, the project carried out a number of reconnaissance efforts and field work to better understand two issues:  1) the utility of existing arts and culture data for the purposes of developing neighborhood indicators; and 2) the ways in which art and culture are understood and valued at the neighborhood level by residents, community builders, artists, and arts administrators who live and/or work there.  These reconnaissance efforts made possible the creation of concepts and tools that underlie current ACIP work in various cities around the country: Boston; Washington, D.C.; Los Angeles; Denver; Providence, Rhode Island; and Oakland, California.  Ultimately, the development of neighborhood indicators (and groundwork leading to those measures) is intended to provide policy makers, funders, practitioners, and researchers in the arts, humanities and community building related fields with tools and language for creating policies and programs that can improve quality of life, especially in disadvantaged neighborhoods.  

ACIP Main Concepts

Reconnaissance efforts to identify and evaluate arts and culture data revealed that, generally, existing data have very limited utility for the development of neighborhood indicators, especially if they are to be relevant to inner city communities.  There are two main reasons for this.  First, mainstream definitions of art and culture (and cultural institutions), upon which most data collection practices are based, are narrow and cannot adequately capture the presence or ways in which art and culture are understood and valued in many neighborhoods.  Second, the development of any indicators necessarily relies on theories, or understandings that link whatever is measured to some other outcome that society cares about.  (For example, a change in the rate of robberies is one of many indicators of public safety.)  However, generally, existing arts and culture data collection practices have been focused on the health of arts organizations and do not seem to be anchored in any theories about the societal impacts of the arts.  There is strong sentiment, among people who are supporters of the arts, that the arts are valuable.  Nevertheless, with the exception of research on the impact of the arts on school performance and economic development, there is very little empirical research that clearly links forms of cultural participation with other specific desirable social outcomes, particularly at the neighborhood level.  

In response to the limitations of existing data the project initially focused on the development of concepts and tools that begin to address both limiting definitions of art and culture, as well as the dearth of theory about their societal value. 

ACIP Framework/Lens

Based on in-person interviews and focus group discussions with artists, arts administrators, community building practitioners and residents of neighborhoods in the cities where NNIP partners operated, the project developed a framework or lens that allows a better understanding of how art and culture are present and valued in neighborhoods.  This lens also allows for the identification of possible measures that can serve as arts and culture related neighborhood indicators.  The framework has six main premises.

1)
Cultural values and preferences of residents and other stakeholders in a given community, as they relate to both indigenous and “classical” art, must be understood and honored.  For example, in some neighborhoods, objects and activities, which are not typically considered art in mainstream venues, are valued as such by residents. These may include gardens, graffiti, gospel choirs, and storytelling.

2)
Multiple meanings are associated with art and culture, when these are understood as products, processes, and elements of other community systems.  For example, a dance performance that is part of a rites of passage program for youth can be understood, judged, and valued for its aesthetic and technical qualities, as a means of expressing or celebrating cultural identity, and/or as a means of bringing families and communities together. 

3)
Cultural participation/engagement takes many different forms. While cultural participation is typically understood (by researchers and many arts funders) as audience participation, it is important to recognize the multiple ways in which people engage in the arts, not only as audience, but as artists/creators, students, teachers, judges, advocates, donors, sponsors, etc.

4)
The continuum of cultural opportunities in a community ranges from amateur to professional and informal to formal.  People may engage in various ways within a wide array of cultural opportunities, ranging from informal singing groups that perform periodically for fun, to highly trained ethnic dance groups or theater ensembles that are paid to perform.

5)
Cultural venues in a neighborhood may range from formal to informal, traditional to non-traditional, and explicit to implicit. For example, neighborhoods may have conventional theaters or auditoriums where plays, dance, music, and other performances take place.  In addition, they may hold events in places that are not immediately understood as cultural venues such as community centers, church halls, parks, libraries, and business establishments.  

6)
Cultural opportunities in neighborhoods are supported by systems that rely on community assets as well as (frequently) resources outside of the community.  In neighborhoods, the creation of opportunities for cultural participation typically requires relationships and interactions among various players including institutional supporters or donors, artists, arts presenters, community building agencies, and participants who may engage as audience, students, creators, etc.  The systems of production are likely to vary somewhat depending on the cultural experience examined or desired.  For example, the neighborhood system to support visual arts opportunities for children is likely to be different from the system that supports dance opportunities for senior citizens.

Domains of Inquiry/Measurement

The framework briefly described above revealed many possible categories of measurement that can be grouped into four inter-related domains of inquiry.  These domains of inquiry anchor current ACIP work at national and local levels. 

1)  Presence of Arts and Cultural Opportunities, 

2)  Cultural Participation/Engagement, 

3)  Impacts of Arts and Cultural Engagement, and

4)  Community Capacity to Create, Disseminate and Evaluate Arts and Culture on the Community’s Own Terms.  

Presence of Arts and Cultural Opportunities
At the national level, ACIP asks:  How are cultural inventories conducted?  What values underlie the inventories?  What methods are employed?  How frequently are they conducted?  Who conducts these inventories?  What role do residents of a community play in defining the criteria by which things are included or excluded?  Are existing methods for conducting cultural inventories compatible with the ACIP lens?

Local ACIP collaborators active in this domain of inquiry are experimenting with new or newly adapted inventory methods.  For example, in Providence, The Providence Plan, a quasi-public planning agency, is working with arts and community organizations to develop a template to collect information on a regular basis about various kinds of cultural organizations in Providence neighborhoods and the programs that they operate.  In Boston, the Boston Community Building Network is working with several local partners to create more effective ways of identifying a number of public, non-profit and commercial venues that community leaders have identified as important cultural assets.  The Boston Community Building Network has actively incorporated an arts and culture dimension in its existing neighborhood indicators system.  The Providence Plan is exploring the possibility of doing the same.

Cultural Participation
Given that “cultural participation” can include various types of engagement, what forms of participation are most important to understand?  What new data collection tools have to be developed to capture cultural engagement/participation more accurately?  What are the limitations of existing methods of measuring participation?  What would it take to change existing data collection methods about cultural participation? 

At the national level ACIP has addressed this cluster of questions by unpacking “cultural participation” –developing the concepts and language to talk about various kinds of participation.  This issue also is being addressed in the Urban Institute’s evaluation of the Community Partnerships for Cultural Participation Project (CPCP) sponsored by the Lila Wallace Reader’s Digest Fund. The household survey on cultural participation developed by the Urban Institute for the CPCP is a step towards a broader understanding of cultural engagement.  It is based on the Survey of Public Participation in the Arts and influenced by the ACIP framework, among other sources.

ACIP local efforts to advance this domain of inquiry involve working with various kinds of arts and community organizations to more clearly articulate and measure the different kinds of cultural participation that they support.   For example, ACIP staff is working with the Piton Foundation and the Spot (a youth drop-in center) in Denver as well as Self-Help Graphics (a visual arts organization) and Proyecto Pastoral at Dolores Mission (Community Development Corporation) in Los Angeles to this end.
 Tools and methods developed through these efforts may be adapted and adopted by other agencies in the future. 

Impacts of Arts and Cultural Participation
What do neighborhood residents think about the impacts of their participation in cultural activities?  How do organizations think about the possible impacts of the cultural activities that they support?  How have they collected information about this to date?  What are their theories about potential impacts?  What evidence do they rely on currently to determine that they are fulfilling their goals?  How might information be collected in order to better ascertain possible impacts?  What are the limitations of collecting such information?  

At the national level, ACIP is synthesizing existing literature on the impacts of cultural participation on education and economic development, the two areas on impacts of the arts that have been most developed, as well as developing new theories about other possible impacts of different types of cultural participation .  As noted earlier, very little well-developed theory about the other possible societal values of the arts exists. 

At the local level, ACIP is working with local arts and non-arts agencies to more clearly define and articulate their operating theories about the possible impacts of cultural participation.  ACIP is also working with staff from local organizations to develop tools and methods by which such theories may be tested.  The Spot in Denver, Self-Help Graphics and Proyecto Pastoral in Los Angeles and East Bay Urban Arts in Oakland are involved in such efforts.  Additionally, the Boston Community Building Network has been holding sessions with residents of various neighborhoods to identify values associated with cultural participation.

Community Capacity to Produce Cultural Opportunities
What are the elements of systems responsible for creating arts and cultural opportunities?  What had to happen and who had to be involved in order for cultural participation to be realized?  How do these systems vary by art form and/or target population?  Are elements/resources within community control or outside of community control?  How can one begin to collect information about the viability of cultural systems?  Are inter-organizational partnerships necessary to bring cultural opportunities to fruition at the neighborhood level?

ACIP local efforts focusing on this cluster of questions are serving as case studies of systems of cultural production.  For example, in east Los Angeles, ACIP staff has been documenting a collaboration between Self-Help Graphics and Proyecto Pastoral which came together to provide neighborhood residents with the opportunity to engage in making art collectively in preparation for neighborhood festivals.  Through the examination of various implementation processes, ACIP can begin to draw some lessons about the roles of institutions and individuals in the creation of cultural opportunities.  Such analyses will illuminate ways in which community leaders may sustain and grow local systems of cultural production as well as ways in which policy-makers and funders may invest in such systems respectfully.

National/Local Applied Learning Communities and the ACIP Tool Box 

Additionally, in support of the project’s national and local work, ACIP has established local and national  “applied learning communities” which consist of people involved in the ACIP local efforts, other related projects, and individuals who can serve as resources to them (and each other).  These are vehicles by which the arts, humanities, community building and other related fields can harvest their wisdom and learn from each other about the most current arts related community building and indicator development practices.  ACIP workshops are convened to assist those involved in the local work and others involved in related efforts.  The workshops focus on addressing challenges in data collection and implementation practices as well as the advancement of related conceptual work.  The project also is developing an ACIP tool-box that consists of relevant materials and products such as existing ACIP resources (bibliography, focus group guides, papers, reports, etc.), newly generated ACIP products such as papers, articles, reference tools, data collection tools, as well as relevant materials generated by other sources.  These products will be available through the Urban Institute and through the NNIP web-site (on-line in 1999).

For more information contact:

Maria-Rosario Jackson,  Ph.D.

Principal Investigator
Arts and Culture Indicators in Community Building Project
mjackson@ui.urban.org

202-261-5689
�The NNIP is an effort devoted to improving the development and use of neighborhood indicators—recurrently updated measures that are selected for tracking because they relate to important societal values and goals. NNIP is also committed to examining neighborhood dynamics and facilitating the establishment of enhanced neighborhood indicator systems in localities around the country.  In addition to promoting indicator development and use at the local level, the project is developing a national neighborhood indicators data system, which allows for the analysis of localities within a comparative framework.  NNIP is a partnership between the Urban Institute and several community building agencies with experience in collecting, interpreting and using data to advance social change agendas locally.


� ACIP work with Self-Help Graphics and Proyecto Pastoral was initially conducted with the financial support of the Getty Research Institute and in collaboration with Getty Research Institute staff.
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