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Introduction and Overview 
 
Boston is a city of innovation, diversity and collaboration. It is a city where creativity thrives. 
We see it in every neighborhood and community and it is among our most powerful assets.  
to harness this creativity, and to build a shared vision for arts and culture through the 
development of a cultural plan. This Findings Report is an interim step, sharing the 
messages of the community engagement, before moving on to development of a draft plan.  

Boston is a city that values an open planning process. There is a noticeable excitement and 
energy around planning for Boston’s future. The community engagement process created 
multiple entry points for people and organizations to participate in ways best suited to them. 
The process was also designed to reflect Mayor Walsh’s core values for Boston Creates: 
diversity, equity, respect, imagination, innovation, fun, creativity, access, accountability, 
transparency and collaboration. More than 5,000 Bostonians echoed these same values 
when they joined the first phase of Boston Creates. Community engagement was sustained 
from June through September to ensure a meaningful opportunity to register opinions and 
organize others to participate.  

• The June 2, 2015 Boston Creates Town Hall attracted over 500 people who voiced 
their aspirations and visions for the arts and cultural life of their city.   

• Over 1,300 Bostonians came together in community conversations, many in 
different languages, sharing visions for their neighborhoods and generating 
hundreds of ideas of how to accomplish them. This included over 175 Boston 
youth who facilitated and participated in conversations, and cultural community 
specific meetings with Latino, Haitian, Vietnamese, Chinese and Cape Verdean 
individuals. 

• Over 3,200 people completed a survey, in five languages (English, Spanish, 
Portuguese, Chinese and Haitian Creole), exploring their creative lives, their 
satisfaction with arts and cultural activities, and inspirations and obstacles to 
participating, attending and engaging in creative activities. 

• Over 350 arts and cultural institution leaders, business leaders, individual artists, 
and City leadership participated in discussion groups and in-depth interviews, 
sharing their visions for their organizations and their city. 

• Over 50 young adults attended a panel discussion, Using Art as a Vehicle for Social 
Change, and subsequent workshop about young adults shaping arts and culture in 
Boston. 

When they came together, participants took on these core questions: 

What do you value about Boston’s arts and cultural life? 
What is your vision for Boston’s future? 
What do we need to get there? 
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Themes of the Community Engagement  
 
The following summary of major findings is organized into ten themes that represent the 
community’s expressed needs, aspirations, and vision for their city. The themes form a 
powerful collective message for leveraging Boston’s remarkable cultural vitality, while 
acknowledging and addressing its current challenges. Bostonians share a deep pride in 
their community, and they share a belief in the power of creativity to solve problems and 
make the city an even more desirable and unique place.  

This report provides the basis for the community to reflect on the collective voice arising 
from the community engagement and to help prioritize what was learned, as a foundation 
for developing the strategies to include in the cultural plan. Greater detail on the results from 
each method of community engagement is found in the complete report, including 
neighborhood-specific results arising from the 16 community teams.  

Embracing a City of Neighborhoods and Cultures: Boston is a city of neighborhoods 
and a mosaic of different cultures, and residents expressed strong pride and interest in their 
own communities. Conversations revealed their desires to be recognized and respected for 
their own cultural heritage and contributions to Boston’s diverse landscape. The 
neighborhoods are seen as unique cultural gems of the City to be celebrated for their 
unique identities, and developed with greater connections and resources. Participants also 
view arts and culture as a way to break down the silos between neighborhoods, both 
geographically and socially. The Boston Creates survey indicates that more than 80% of 
respondents seek out creative activities that expose them to cultures different than their 
own. Arts and culture are seen as a pathway for neighborhoods to collaborate on a citywide 
level, and a positive way to promote Boston on a national and international level.  

Addressing Access and Equity: Despite the cultural richness of Boston’s neighborhoods, 
there are significant inequities in access to arts programming and opportunities for personal 
creative expression. Forty-six percent of survey respondents feel there are not enough arts 
and cultural activities in their neighborhood. Overall, Bostonians want to see cultural 
programming closer to where they live, easily accessible, and affordable for themselves and 
their families. In addition, participants express the desire for more culturally relevant 
programming. The survey also revealed inequities in barriers to greater personal 
participation and attendance. Finding the time was the greatest barrier across all survey 
respondents but other barriers were significantly higher for lower income respondents: 
affordability, lack of space, lack of transportation, lack of social context (i.e., no one to go 
with), and difficulty finding the right teacher or class.  There are some participants who do 
not feel comfortable visiting Boston’s major institutions and who desire greater access to 
Boston’s mainstream cultural institutions. Neighborhood residents also seek the tools 
needed to strengthen arts opportunities in their communities through their own efforts. 
Residents are eager to take a leadership role with Boston Creates and connect with the 
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Mayor’s Office of Arts and Culture through neighborhood cultural liaisons or  tool 
addressing many of the challenging social issues facing Boston, most notably affordable 
housing, public safety, beautification of streets, and homelessness. 

Enhancing Arts and Cultural Programming: Bostonians are a population with high 
levels of cultural engagement. Still, 81% of survey respondents seek to participate in more 
creative activities if additional time, money, and opportunities were available. They also 
would like to see specific characteristics in arts and cultural programming available to them: 
collaborative, diverse, multi-cultural and multi-generational. They call for year-round 
programming; more opportunity for artists to show and sell their work; innovative events 
and opportunities curated by youth, Millennials, and other generations; community initiated 
activities; and importantly, affordable or free events.  

Expanding Youth Arts: Although there are many youth arts programs available in Boston, 
young people express a desire for more and for new, innovative arts experiences. They 
want consistent learning pathways in the community that better enable efforts towards 
mastery and pre-professional experience. They desire more exciting, flexible, and inventive 
arts experiences. Community members articulate the goal of expanding youth arts 
opportunities in school, after school, and as part of the overall programming in Boston. 
There is consistent recognition of the need for more comprehensive arts education 
programs, equitable access to arts education, and a desire to support the efforts of Boston 
Public Schools to expand its arts education. Youth and adults alike discussed barriers to 
ready access for youth, including affordability, transportation and safety. 

Increasing Spaces and Facilities: There is a significant need for arts spaces throughout 
the city and for efforts to address the loss of various music and arts venues. Creating 
sustainable places for people to gather to create, collaborate and participate in the arts was 
recognized as a high priority. Almost all community conversations included a desire for 
multi-use creative centers across the city. Bostonians would like to see greater activation of 
neighborhood spaces for the arts rather than just downtown, such as libraries, community 
centers, nonprofits and public spaces. Gentrification is cited by many participants as a 
threat and a challenge to neighborhoods and families. Rising housing costs have a 
disruptive impact on some communities, as well as artists. The survey reveals that more 
than 25% of responding artists cannot find necessary work space. Providing affordable 
housing options and live/work space for artists is a call heard from artists and residents 
across the city. This extends beyond housing to addressing the prohibitive cost of 
producing and presenting for organizations in the city. Some stakeholders described the 
need to address the availability and cost of suitable spaces, as well as the desire for an 
iconic, major performing arts center. 

  



4 
 

 Supporting Boston’s Artists: While Boston has a large and highly engaged population of 
individual artists who want to stay in the city and thrive; they face specific obstacles to 
pursuing their work and careers in Boston. Many report that artists are increasingly limited 
or forced out of the city by challenges such as the lack of affordable housing and work 
space. Artists want better support structures and programs to enhance the artists’ 
community and its impact on the entire community. Specific requests of the City are to help 
support live/work space, affordable work spaces, professional practices training, 
networking, and information about work opportunities. Maintaining a robust and diverse 
community of individual artists is viewed as an essential element of Boston’s cultural vitality.  

Supporting Boston’s Arts and Cultural Organizations: Boston’s nonprofit arts and 
cultural community is remarkable, by any definition. In terms of numbers, Boston has more 
nonprofit arts and cultural organizations per capita than other major US cities. However, we 
heard that Boston’s cultural identity is defined in part by its iconic major institutions. The city 
also has a collection of mid-sized organizations, with predominance in the music and 
history and many, diverse organizations providing arts programming in community settings. 
There is interest in greater collaboration among larger cultural institutions and community 
arts organizations. There is also a sense expressed by stakeholders in different disciplines 
(i.e., dance, theater, music, etc.) of too often working in silos. Many want to see the Mayor’s 
Office of Arts and Culture become a convener to foster collaboration and cross-discipline 
connections. There is frustration expressed that the City of Boston is consistently at or near 
the bottom nationally of per capita support for the arts. Organizations express the desire for 
the Mayor’s Office of Arts and Culture to play a leadership role in improving the funding 
ecology for arts and culture, for organizations and activities across the spectrum. Along 
with the desire for greater funding is the desire to actively participate in fostering greater 
impact of arts and culture in the community. Some organizations articulate the desire to be 
viewed as partners with the City and one another in achieving this goal, and not merely as 
funding recipients. 

Improving Access to Information on Arts and Culture: Nearly all participants describe 
the need for better ways to learn about available arts and cultural opportunities. Although 
there is an abundance of arts and cultural offerings in the city, people find it difficult to learn 
about opportunities that interest them in a timely manner. Bostonians want ready access to 
information on arts and cultural activities not just to attend ticketed events, but also to be 
able to explore, learn, or share with like-minded artists, friends, and family. They seek 
information about performances as well as broader information about arts learning 
opportunities (workshops, classes), participatory experiences (choirs, neighborhood 
events), and offerings from community and neighborhood arts groups. For neighborhoods, 
communicating their unique arts and cultural activities, and knowing what is happening in 
other neighborhoods, are a priority, and a way to foster greater citywide connections. 
Organizations seek an effective platform for citywide and regional marketing, to augment 
their individual efforts. Specific suggestions focus on development of a comprehensive and 
strategic communications program for the arts.  
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Engaging Cross Sector Collaboration and Learning: There is a strong interest in 
connecting the arts and cultural sector with other sectors in the city including higher 
education, the design field, the tourism industry, health care, the parks, law enforcement,  
collaborative opportunities with the Mayor’s Office of Arts and Culture and seek ways to 
connect their work to Boston Creates. Leaders in those areas are ready to be engaged, 
convened, organized and activated. City stakeholder conversations revealed a desire for 
interdepartmental collaboration within city government, integrating arts and culture into the 
work of other departments including those spearheading transportation, public safety, 
affordable housing education, planning and technology. Leaders of corporate institutions 
stand ready to assist the Mayor’s Office in whatever way is appropriate to seek a long-term 
solution to the need for greater arts funding, such as a dedicated revenue source. 

Expanding Boston City Government Support for Arts and Culture: Throughout the 
community engagement phase, there were consistent calls for City government to play a 
greater role in arts and cultural leadership and support in Boston. Bostonians 
enthusiastically support the elevation of the Mayor’s Office of Arts and Culture to cabinet-
level status, while they also express some historical frustration and skepticism arising from 
the City’s past track record. Planning participants have an expansive view of the role and 
value of arts and culture in the community, and in City government. They see arts and 
culture as a vital and effective partner in addressing Boston’s challenges, such as affordable 
housing, gentrification, youth development, education, public safety, neighborhood 
revitalization and the needs of vulnerable populations (the homeless, disabled veterans, and 
refugees). They ask that the City and the Mayor’s Office continue to prioritize arts and 
culture, and to better utilize and connect it throughout the City’s functions and policies. 
They also call for increased City financial support of arts and culture as one expression of 
that prioritization. They believe that most vital role for the Mayor’s Office of Arts and Culture 
is to build on and leverage the existing strong cultural vitality in the city. The Mayor’s Office 
can best functions as the convener, connector, promoter and supporter of artists, arts and 
cultural organizations, and the cultural interests of Boston’s many communities. 
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 Next Steps—Development of the Plan 
 
Communicating these robust findings back to the community is the next step in the Boston 
Creates process. Concurrently, the planning team is working on corresponding strategies 
to be shared with Bostonians in the beginning of 2016 for review and prioritization.  

These strategies are organized around a theoretical framework of “creative capital.” Creative 
capital is based on the idea that creativity of residents and creative culture of the city are 
important assets, creating a culturally vibrant and inclusive community. Cities with high 
levels of creative capital encourage, reward and integrate imaginative thinking into all 
aspects of community life.  

This framework proposes that a community’s cultural vitality: 

• is rooted in the creativity of its citizens, from youth to seniors;  

• supports equitable creative activities in homes, neighborhoods, schools, libraries, 
and parks, as well as major venues; 

• draws on the diversity of the many cultures contributing to the liveliness of the city; 

• builds cross-sector partnerships generating synergy with key Boston institutions 
and people outside of the arts sector; and 

• uses the arts and culture as a source of energy and innovation that can inform all 
sectors of city life. 

In addition, a literature review of US and international approaches to building cultural vitality 
(see Appendix) suggests that communities do so by attending to six core elements, or 
pillars, of creative capital: 

1: Creatively engaged families and neighborhoods  
2: A strong pool of artists and creative entrepreneurs 
3: An active marketplace for arts, culture, and creativity 

4: A sustainable infrastructure of arts and cultural institutions and venues 
5: Supportive civic/municipal policies and goals  

6: Active use of the arts and creative enterprises to inform and animate other sectors 
of public life 
 

The pillars provide a common language for assessing cultural vitality. As a set they remind 
us that creative capital is built in many ways. Perhaps most importantly, they keep valued 
outcomes in clear view for citizens and for leaders.  The final plan will align Boston’s public 
and private resources to strengthen this creative capital over the long term. 


