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The Geography of Participation
in the Arts and Culture

J. Mark Schuster

Recent debates over the budget for the National Endowment for the Arts,
coupled with calls for increasingly large proportions of that budget to be dis-
tributed through the states, as well as significant changes in the state arts
agencies’ own budgets, are all factors that are increasing analytic attention on
geographic patterns in American cultural life. Moreover, as renewed emphasis
is placed on understanding what has worked and what has not worked in
American cultural policy, it is only natural to want to observe variation in cul-
tural support and policies in order to extract lessons from that variation. The
natural place to turn is to the regions, the states, and to local communities in
order to understand that variation and to enlist that understanding in a more
nuanced consideration of cultural policies. Thus, it seems inevitable that ana-
lytic attention will focus much more attention on the role of the states and
regions in cultural policy, making it increasingly necessary to understand key
variations in these patterns.

This monograph focuses on participation rates in the arts and culture,
exploring variations in those participation rates through an explicitly geo-
graphic lens. In some sections, the emphasis will be on the variation in
participation rates in various art forms across ten of the largest American states
and across various demographic groups of individuals. In other sections, the
emphasis will be on the variation in participation rates in various art forms
across the nine regions of the country. Each of these approaches has advantages
and disadvantages; by moving back and forth between them, it is my hope that
a fuller and more responsible view of the geographic variation in participation
rates can be developed.

The key data source for this analysis is the 1997 Survey of Public
Participation in the Arts, conducted on behalf of the National Endowment for
the Arts. This survey is one of a wave of such surveys that have been conducted
in the last fifteen to twenty years throughout the world. These surveys docu-
ment the arts and cultural behavior patterns of various populations and develop
a base line of statistics to which future change and evolution can be compared.
Since 1982, the National Endowment for the Arts has commissioned four such
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surveys. Once each SPPA has been completed and the data checked and cleaned,
the Endowment has commissioned a set of research monographs exploring
themes of interest to the field using the latest round of data.

A report summarizing the main results of the 1997 Survey of Public
Participation and the Arts and discussing its methodology, as well as offering
tips on how to interpret the results, has been published by the Endowment, and
readers of the current monograph may wish to consult that document for more
detailed background information:

National Endowment for the Arts, 1997 Survey of Public
Participation in the Arts: Summary Report, Research Division
Report #39 (Washington, D.C.: National Endowment for the Arts,
December 1998).

In this monograph, I have attempted to convey a wealth of information
about participation in various forms of the arts and culture and to begin to
explain how and why that participation varies across states and regions. In an
attempt to be as comprehensive as possible, I have included a large number of
tables summarizing the results of the various analyses we have conducted.
Because of the sheer volume of information presented in those tables, it has
become nearly impossible to discuss it in a comprehensive way in the text. Each
reader will bring his or her own interests to bear on this material; perhaps a par-
ticular state or a particular art form will be of more importance than others
will. It is my hope that we have provided sufficient detail in this monograph so
that, in these pages, you will be able to find the information that most concerns
you with respect to geographic variation. Yet, as with any such dataset, there
are many ways in which one might choose to manipulate and analyze the data
in order to test and reveal interesting patterns that lie within. Thus, the choices
I have made should be seen as a first step in mining these data for a clearer geo-
graphic understanding.

One of the factors with which researchers in the arts and culture have had to
grapple is the poor quality of many of the datasets that are currently available
in the field. The Surveys of Public Participation in the Arts are a tremendous
step forward toward rectifying this problem, but, as will be seen in later parts
of this monograph, other data sources have yet to catch up. For the moment,
this is something we have to live with, making our analyses and our conclusions
much more tentative than we would like, but that is beginning to change.

J. Mark Schuster
Cambridge, Massachusetts
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Executive Summary

With the new attention on cultural policy and cultural funding at the
regional and state levels in the United States, it is becoming increasingly impor-
tant to collect basic information on the arts and culture on a geographic basis.
This monograph explores the geographic variation in the participation of the
American adult population in arts and cultural activities. It is based primarily
on data from the 1997 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, the latest is a
sequence of participation studies commissioned by the National Endowment for
the Arts as a way of documenting the cultural consumption patterns of the
American adult population.

The primary goals of this monograph are twofold:

e to establish a baseline of results on the geographic variation of participa-
tion in the arts and cultural activities in the United States, and

e to provide some preliminary analyses that suggest possible explanations
for the observed geographic variations.

The 1997 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts was conducted at a scale
sufficient to allow the consideration of participation levels as well as the con-
struction of a series of profiles of the audiences for various art forms and
cultural activities across all nine regions of the country. The data are such that
they also allow an analysis at the state level for ten of the largest states:
California, Florida, Illinois, Massachusetts, Michigan, New Jersey, New York,
Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Texas. Analyses at both the regional level and state
level are reported in this monograph.

The Survey of Public Participation in the Arts focuses on attendance at eight key
art forms: jazz, classical music, opera, musical stage plays or operettas, non-
musical stage plays, ballet, dance other than ballet, and art museums or art
galleries. The data also allow a consideration of participation in three other cul-
tural activities: reading literature, visiting historic parks or monuments, and
visiting art or crafts fairs or festivals. A wide variety of ancillary analyses are
possible as well, and several are reported in this monograph.

It is rather difficult to summarize briefly all of the findings and results of the
many analyses that we have conducted, given that they consider eleven art forms
and cultural activities over nine regions and ten states in relationship to a wide vari-
ety of other variables. In this summary we report some selected findings, hoping
that they will encourage the reader to dig deeper into the following pages.
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Selected Findings

The basic findings concerning participation rates are presented in Sections 1

and 2. These results include:

Generally speaking, these ten states have higher than average participation
rates across all eight key art forms.

Some art forms (art museums and musical plays) enjoy high participation
rates across the board, while others (opera and ballet, in particular) have
much lower participation rates.

Certain states, most notably New York, Massachusetts, and New Jersey,
stand out from the other six as states with generally high participation
rates. Pennsylvania and Texas, on the other hand, systematically have
lower than average participation rates.

Nevertheless, there is more variation across art forms than there is varia-
tion across states, i.e., participation levels for a particular art form are
quite similar across states while participation levels for each state vary
quite widely across art forms.

Participation in the three other cultural activities is quite a bit higher than
participation in the eight key art forms.

The data suggest that there may be some substitution among types of cul-
tural participation, with the citizens of a particular state trading off
participation in one art form with participation in another. The possibil-
ity of substitution is particularly strong when considering the tradeoff
between the eight key art forms and the other three types of cultural activ-
ities, which are more popular in their appeal.

At a regional level, the highest participation rates can be found in New
England, the Middle Atlantic region, and the Pacific region. New England
has the highest participation rate for five of the eight key art forms and
the second highest rate for two others. The East South Central region, on
the other hand, reports the lowest participation rates for six of the eight
art forms. The pattern differs somewhat for the three other cultural activ-
ities, but the East South Central region still reports the lowest
participation rates by a considerable margin.

The SPPA also allows the measurement of participation in the arts and cul-

ture through various media. These results are discussed in Section 3.

Nearly seven out of ten American adults report having participated in at
least one of the eight key art forms through the medium of television or
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video in the previous year. Among the ten states, this rate is highest in
California and lowest in Pennsylvania.

e Participation via radio is at a somewhat lower level; slightly less than six
out of ten American adults report having participated in at least one of the
eight key art forms via radio in the previous twelve months.
Massachusetts and California show the highest levels of participation via
radio broadcasts, and Ohio and Pennsylvania report the lowest levels.

* Participation via listening to records, compact discs, or tape cassettes is
lower still; slightly less than half of the adult population reports partici-
pation via one of these media. New Jersey has the highest participation
rate, followed by California.

Section 4 of the monograph uses the SPPA data to gauge a more direct form
of participation: participation through direct personal involvement in artistic
creation or performance.

* Five out of nine American adults report having been involved in one or
another form of direct artistic creation in the previous twelve months.
Higher than average levels of participation in creation are reported for
Massachusetts and New Jersey; a lower than average level is reported in
Pennsylvania.

e Approximately four out of every ten American adults report participation
in one or another art form through personal performance. Of the ten
states considered here, Florida has the highest rate of participation in per-
formance followed by Massachusetts. Ohio reports the lowest rate of
participation in personal performance and California the second lowest.

Sections 5 and 6 of the monograph ask what the relationship is between par-
ticipation rates across art forms. Is relatively high participation in one art form
accompanied by relatively high participation in another art form? Or does it
tend to be accompanied by a relatively low participation rate? Or does there
seem to be no relationship? Section 5 looks at this question from the perspec-
tive of regions and Section 6 from the perspective of the ten states.

e At the regional level, all of the participation rates are positively correlated
with one another, whether they are for the eight key art forms or for the
additional three cultural activities, and many of these correlations are
quite high. Thus, at the regional level participation rates tend to parallel
one another. High participation in one art form or cultural activity will be
an indicator of high participation in another.
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