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An accompanying research report from the
Na onal Endowment for the Arts draws a
correla on between rural businesses’ use of
“integrated design” and the presence of
performing arts organiza ons in rural areas.1 The
report is based on results from a research
partnership between the NEA and the U.S.
Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research
Service (ERS). The analysis itself avails of ERS’
Rural Establishment Innova on Survey (REIS).
Given the NEA/ERS project’s emphasis on the arts
in rural areas, the present brief reports key
characteris cs of rural U.S. coun es that host
performing arts companies. The source in this case
is the U.S. Census Bureau’s County Business
Pa erns (CBP) data (i.e., for companies with paid
employees). Although rela vely few rural coun es
(19 percent versus 60 percent of urban coun es)
host performing arts organiza ons, several factors
dis nguish the rural coun es that do.2





In 2015, roughly 16 percent of all U.S. rural
coun es were designated as “recrea on‐
dependent” by the ERS;



By contrast, 33 percent of rural coun es
overlapping with na onal parks or forests
have economies that rely on recrea on,
including the arts, entertainment, and
accommoda on industries.



The odds that a rural county will contain a
performing arts company are nearly 60
percent greater if the county intersects with a
na onal park or forest.

2. In rural coun es with performing arts
companies, popula on growth is greater than
the average for rural coun es na onwide.


Between 2004 and 2014, rural coun es that
are home to performing arts companies
witnessed an average popula on gain of 1,200
people.



In all rural coun es, the average increase was
just below 400 people.

Summary
1. Rural coun es that host performing arts
organiza ons o en provide scenic and
recrea onal ameni es.
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43 percent of rural coun es with performing
arts companies are located in or near a
na onal park or forest.
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3. Residents of rural coun es that host
performing arts organiza ons are be er
educated and earn higher incomes than is
typical of rural popula ons.

6. Ninety‐eight rural U.S. coun es were
“emerging rural performing arts coun es,”
meaning they had no performing arts
companies in 2004, but one or more in 2014.



In U.S. rural coun es as a whole, the share of
adults aged 25 to 44 who have bachelor’s
degrees or higher levels of educa on is 19
percent.





In rural coun es with two or more performing
arts companies, this share rises to 25 percent.

Willacy County, Texas, reported the greatest
gain as an emerging rural performing arts
county. During the 2004‐14 period, Willacy
County went from having no companies to
having three.



Other emerging rural coun es include:
Randolph County, West Virginia; Delta County,
Michigan; and Laclede County, Missouri. These
coun es, and nine others, gained two
performing arts organiza ons.



The average annual income in rural coun es
hos ng the performing arts is nearly $3,500
higher, on average, than the average income in
rural U.S. coun es as a whole.

4. Rural coun es known for theme parks or arts
schools/colonies tend to host large numbers
of performing arts organiza ons.






Taney County, in rural Missouri, is home to the
largest number of performing arts
companies—40 in 2014.
Taney County includes Branson, Missouri,
an area that presents themed amusements
such as the Titanic Museum A rac on and
the Silver Dollar City amusement park.
Sauk County, Wisconsin, (home to Frank Lloyd
Wright’s Taliesin studio and school) tallies six
performing arts establishments.

5. Over a decade (2004‐2014), 136 rural U.S.
coun es gained one or more performing arts
organiza ons.


Lincoln County, Maine, and Rice County,
Minnesota, witnessed the strongest growth
rates in number of performing arts
establishments.



Both coun es went from having one
organiza on in 2004 to ﬁve in 2014.

Arts Data Proﬁle: Rural Arts, Design, and InnovaƟon

7. Although many rural coun es gained
performing arts organiza ons, rural America
experienced a net decline of 90 companies
between 2004 and 2014.


By state, North Carolina lost the largest
number of performing arts organiza ons in
rural areas—a net decline of 20 companies.



S ll, some states rallied a net increase in rural
arts—notably, Missouri, Mississippi, and
Tennessee.



Between 2004 and 2014, Missouri
experienced a net gain of nine performing
arts companies within the state’s rural
coun es.



Mississippi’s rural areas ne ed a gain of six
companies.
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Why the Performing Arts?
The produc on of arts and culture contributes more than $700 billion to the U.S. economy, or 4.2 percent
of GDP. In addi on to its sheer size, the arts economy is diverse. Besides covering the performing arts, it
includes museum exhibits; design and architectural services; arts‐related publishing such as books and art
prints; and sound recording and mo on picture produc on. The arts economy even includes selected
manufacturing (e.g., musical instruments) and retail trade (e.g., art galleries) segments, as well as parts of
other sectors (e.g., adver sing).
Although arts industries are diverse, this analysis emphasizes the loca on of rural performing arts compa‐
nies. While both museums and performing arts organiza ons are rela vely rare in rural areas, only the
la er demonstrate a strong associa on with the design orienta on of local ﬁrms. Also, the performing arts
are more prevalent in rural areas than are many other types of arts establishments, such as architectural
and design ﬁrms and arts‐related publishers.
The performing arts are only one industry in the larger arts economy. Yet they serve as a direct and meas‐
urable proxy for the arts overall, and for the arts’ connec ons to design and innova on in rural areas.

Performing Arts Organiza ons Captured by County Business Pa erns
This research brief presents ﬁndings from an analysis of performing arts organiza ons captured by County
Business Pa erns (CBP), a dataset that enumerates business establishments with paid employees. CBP
data thus exclude voluntary organiza ons.
Produced by the U.S. Census Bureau, CBP is an annual series that provides subna onal economic data by
industry. CBP basic data items are extracted from the Business Register (BR), a database of all known sin‐
gle and mul ‐establishment employer companies maintained and updated by the U.S. Census Bureau.
The BR, in turn, is a mul ‐rela onal database that contains a record for each known employer establish‐
ment located in the United States or Puerto Rico. An establishment is a single physical loca on where
business transac ons take place and for which payroll and employment records are kept.
The performing arts here considered are: theaters and opera companies; dance companies; music groups
and ar sts (including symphony orchestras and chamber groups); and “other” performing arts organiza‐
ons such as circuses, magic acts, and ice‐ska ng shows. These companies are classiﬁed by the North
American Industry Classiﬁca on System as “NAICS 7111.”

Arts Data Proﬁle: Rural Arts, Design, and InnovaƟon

3

Recrea onal and Entertainment Ameni es
More than half of the 3,142 U.S. coun es are non‐
metropolitan or rural.3 Of these, 366 (18.5 percent)
are home to one or more “employer” performing
arts organiza ons.
Rural coun es containing performing arts
organiza ons include well‐known ar st enclaves
and entertainment spots. For example,
Chautauqua County, New York, is known for its
Ins tute art classes and lectures; Taos County, New
Mexico, has counted many fabled ar sts among its
residents, including D.H. Lawrence, Georgia
O’Keefe, and Mark Rothko.
Taos and Chautauqua coun es host two and three
performing arts companies, respec vely.
Sauk County, Wisconsin, (home to Frank Lloyd
Wright’s Taliesin studio and school) contains six
establishments.
However, the U.S. rural county with far and away
the largest number of performing arts companies is
Taney County, Missouri. In 2014, Taney County was
home to 40 performing arts companies. Branson,
Missouri, which hosts a variety of thema c
amusements such as the Titanic Museum
A rac on and the Silver Dollar City amusement
park, is located in this area and accounts for much
of Taney’s large tally of performing arts
establishments.
Taney County is also characterized by what is
perhaps the most dis nguishing feature of rural
coun es hos ng performing arts organiza ons: it is
located in or near a na onal park or forest—in this
case, the Ozark Mountains.

organiza ons, one‐third are classiﬁed by the ERS as
“recrea on‐dependent.”5
In addi on, geographic analysis shows that while
34 percent of all U.S. rural coun es intersect with a
na onal park or forest, 43 percent of rural coun es
with performing arts companies are in these
loca ons. (Nearly half of rural coun es with two or
more arts troupes are in or near parks and forests.)
A logis c regression underscores this pa ern: the
uncondi onal probability that a rural county will
contain an “employer” performing arts
establishment is nearly 60 percent be er if the
rural county intersects with a na onal park or
forest.
Examples of rural coun es that host performing
arts companies and are in or near parks and forests
include:


Monroe County, Florida, which had 10
employer performing arts companies in 2014
and is the mainland to Key West and Dry
Tortugas Na onal Park;



Sevier County, Tennessee, which had 13
companies and is home to parts of the Great
Smoky Mountains Na onal Park;



Eagle County, Colorado, which had eight
performing arts organiza ons and includes
parts of White River Na onal Park and Forest;
and



Galla n County, Montana, which also tallied
eight companies and which encompasses parts
of Yellowstone Park.

The Economic Research Service notes that
recrea onal ac vi es have long been a driving
economic force in non‐metropolitan coun es.4 Of
rural U.S. coun es with performing arts
Arts Data Proﬁle: Rural Arts, Design, and InnovaƟon
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Sevier, Eagle, and Galla n coun es, to pick just a
few, feature yet another recrea onal a rac on
common to many rural coun es that contain
performing arts companies—skiing facili es. Of
the 366 rural U.S. coun es that host performing
arts organiza ons, 144 (39 percent) also provide
skiing. Addi onal examples include Columbia

County, New York (six performing arts companies);
Gra on County, New Hampshire (eight
companies); and Litchﬁeld County, Connec cut
(11 performing arts organiza ons).

Percent of U.S. rural counties with access to recreational amenities: 2014

42.9%
39.3%
34.3%

33.1%

22.7%

15.7%

Intersects with a national park or forest

Hosts one or more skiing facilities

I s designated by the USDA as recreation
dependent

• Rural counties hosting one or more performing arts organization s

All rura I co unties

Calcul ated by the NEA Office of Research & Anal ys is.
Da ta sources: U.S. Census Bureau; Na ti ona l Park Servi ce; U.S. For est Servi ce and Eco nomi c Research Service, U.S. Depa rt ment of Agricultur e.
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Clustering of Coun es
The presence of performing arts organiza ons in
rural coun es is uncommon—only 366 rural
coun es are home to the performing arts. Among
those coun es, very few host large numbers of
performing arts companies; examples include
Taney County in Missouri (containing Branson)
and Sevier County in Tennessee (containing
Gatlinburg). Of the 366 rural U.S. coun es that
host performing arts companies, nearly 86
percent are home to just one or two
establishments.
Therefore, one might expect the geographic
distribu on of rural coun es hos ng such
companies to be random or idiosyncra c. Yet this
is not the case. Rather, the distribu on exhibits a
clustering pa ern.
A “nearest neighbor ra o” can be used to express
the rela onship between the observed mean
distance to an expected mean diﬀerence (this
la er term describes the average distance
between neighbors in a hypothe cal random
distribu on). The nearest neighbor ra o among
rural coun es that host performing arts
organiza ons is 0.515, with an associated p value
of 0.000—results that suggest clustering.
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Examples of clustered rural coun es that host
performing arts companies include: Chaves,
Lincoln, and Eddy coun es in New Mexico (in or
near Lincoln Na onal Forest); Flathead, Lewis and
Clark, and Jeﬀerson coun es in Montana (an area
rich in forests and parks, including Yellowstone
Na onal Park); Beltrami, Aitkin, and Pine coun es
in Minnesota (in or near Chippewa Na onal
Forest); and Gra on, Merrimack, and Carroll
coun es in New Hampshire, New York, and
Vermont (coun es in or around White Mountain
and Green Mountain na onal forests).
Urban metro areas display apparent pa erns of
arts agglomera on economies—which refer to
the savings that occur when ﬁrms engaged in the
same or similar enterprises concentrate in
par cular areas, e.g., art districts common in
downtown U.S. ci es. In rural areas that contain
performing arts companies, the typically small
number of arts establishments would not appear
to encourage tradi onal agglomera on
economies.
Nevertheless, instead of exhibi ng random
pa erns of loca on, county clustering of the rural
performing arts suggests an aﬃnity for the
par cular regions that can support them.
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Economic Dependence in Rural Coun es
As discussed above, rural coun es that host performing arts companies tend to cluster near na onal parks
and forests. But do other types of rural establishments also locate in areas oﬀering recrea onal ameni es?
Analysis by the Economic Research Service (ERS) suggests that rural coun es near parks and forests are far
more “recrea on‐dependent” than are rural coun es overall.
Using earnings and employment data, the ERS classiﬁes rural coun es by economic dependence on ﬁve ma‐
jor sectors: farming, mining, manufacturing, federal/state government, and recrea on. (Coun es not exhib‐
i ng economic dependence on any one of these sectors are classiﬁed as “nonspecialized.”6)
For example, ERS reports that in 2015, nearly 20 percent of all rural coun es were “farming‐dependent,”
referring to coun es in which farm earnings accounted for an annual average of 25 percent or more of total
county earnings or in which farm employment accounted for 16 percent or more of total employment.
A similar share of rural coun es, nearly 18 percent, were classiﬁed by ERS as manufacturing‐dependent.
However, rural coun es that intersect with a na onal park or forest rely less on farming and manufacturing.
In 2015, just 9 percent were farming‐dependent, and 14 percent were manufacturing‐dependent.
The ERS economic dependence categories indicate that rural coun es intersec ng with parks and forests
are far more likely to be recrea on‐dependent—a classiﬁca on based on an index derived from data on
earnings and income from recrea on industries (including arts, entertainment, and accommoda on and
ea ng places), as well as a county’s share of seasonal housing.
In 2015, nearly 25 percent of rural coun es intersec ng with parks or forests were designated by the ERS as
recrea on‐dependent. Among all rural coun es, just under 12 percent were economically dependent on
recrea on.
As an interes ng aside, rural coun es near parks or forests are just as likely to be mining‐dependent as are
all rural coun es. In 2015, roughly 9 percent of all rural coun es and of rural coun es near parks and for‐
ests relied economically on mining—on extrac on of mineral solids such as coal, liquid minerals such as oil,
and gases such as natural gas.
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Percent of rural counties that are economically dependent, by sector: 2015
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• Rural counties that intersect with parks and forests

• All rura I counties

Note: Rema i ni ng shares of counties a re " nons peci a I ized, " or not dependent on a particul ar sector of the economy.

Arts Data Proﬁle: Rural Arts, Design, and InnovaƟon

8

Popula on Growth, Educa on, and Income
Popula on growth in rural U.S. coun es that
contain employer performing arts organiza ons is
greater than the average for all rural areas.
Between 2010 and 2014, the average popula on
increase in rural coun es was just 391.2 people.
During the same period, however, rural coun es
with performing arts companies gained an
average of 1,213.7 people. (For rural coun es
home to two or more companies, the average
popula on increase was 2,096.5.)
Rural coun es containing performing arts
organiza ons also a ract well‐educated young
adults and provide residents with higher incomes
than do rural coun es that lack performing arts
organiza ons.

As for income, it is nearly $3,500 greater, on
average, in rural coun es containing the
performing arts, compared with rural U.S.
coun es as a whole. (The premium rises to $6,000
in rural coun es containing two or more
performing arts groups.)
Natural ameni es may go a long way in explaining
why rural coun es hos ng performing arts
organiza ons exhibit these economic advantages.
As discussed above, access to parks and forests, as
well as to skiing facili es, is common in rural
coun es hos ng performing arts organiza ons,
rela ve to those without the arts. According to
ERS research, natural ameni es are highly
correlated with popula on and employment
growth.7

In rural U.S. coun es as a whole, the share of
young adults aged 25 to 44 with bachelor’s
degrees or higher levels of educa on is 19
percent. In rural coun es with at least one
performing arts organiza on, the share rises
slightly to 23 percent; it further increases to 25
percent in rural coun es with two or more
performing arts companies.
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Average population increase in rural U.S. counties,
by presence of performing arts organizations: 2004-2014

2,096.5

1,213.7

391.2

Rural counties with two or more Rural counties with one or more
performing arts organizations
performing arts organizations

All rural counties

Data s ources: County Bu s iness Patterns and Annual EstimatP5 of Resident Popu lation , U.S. Cens u s Bureau

Average income in rural U.S. Counties, by presence of performing arts organizations:
2010-2014
$48,773

$46,138

$42,678

Rura l counti es with two or more
p e rform ing a rts o rga nizati ons

Rural co u nties with one or more
p e rform ing a rts organization s

All rura l co unties

Notes: Estimate i s average of median income for co unti es. Differences are statistica lly sign ificant at 95 percent
confidence.
Da ta sources: County Bu si ness Patterns and 2010- 2014 Amer ica n Commu n i ty Survey,
U.S. Census Bureau
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Rural Coun es Gaining Performing Arts
Organiza ons
Just as Taney County, Missouri (pop. 54,100),
tallies the largest number of performing arts
organiza ons in a rural county, it also witnessed
the largest gain in number of establishments.
Between 2004 and 2014, Taney County gained
eight performing arts companies.
Although gaining a large number of companies,
Taney is not the rural county with the greatest
growth rate in performing arts. That tle goes
equally to Lincoln County, Maine (pop. 34,150),
and Rice County, Minnesota (pop. 65,140). Both

coun es went from having one organiza on in
2004 to ﬁve in 2014. Lincoln County, Maine, and
Rice County, Minnesota—both of which,
incidentally, provide scenic and recrea onal
ameni es—increased their counts of performing
arts organiza ons by a factor of 4.
While Rice County’s performing arts growth is
recent, Lincoln County jumped to having ﬁve
companies as early as 2007.
In total, 136 rural U.S. coun es gained one or
more performing arts companies between 2004
and 2014.

Number of Performing Arts Companies in Lincoln County, Maine, and Rice County, Minnesota:

2004-2014
5
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2010
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2013

2014

• Uncoln County, ME • Rice County, MN
Data source:CountyBusiness Patterns, U.S.Census Bureau
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Emerging Rural Performing Arts Coun es
CBP data reveal 98 “emerging” rural performing‐
arts coun es—i.e., rural coun es that had no
performing arts companies in 2004, but that
housed one or more in 2014.
Willacy County, Texas (pop. 21,900), reported the
greatest gain as an emerging rural performing arts
county. During the 2004‐14 period, Willacy County
gained three performing arts companies. (See text
box below.)
Other emerging coun es included: Randolph
County, West Virginia (pop. 29,300); Delta County,
Michigan (pop. 36,600); and Laclede County,
Missouri (pop. 35,500). These rural coun es, and
nine others, gained two performing arts
organiza ons.
Willacy County, in southeastern Texas (bordering
the Gulf of Mexico), contains parts of Padre Island
Na onal Park and the Laguna Atascosa Na onal
Wildlife Refuge. Randolph County, in the
Appalachian Mountains of West Virginia, is home
to ameni es provided by the Monongahela
Na onal Forest and the Dolly Sods Scenic Area.

Conversely, CBP data show that 126 rural U.S.
coun es contained one or more performing arts
organiza ons in 2004, but housed none in 2014.
During that period, Watauga County in North
Carolina (pop. 52,400) experienced the greatest
rural loss of performing arts companies—ﬁve
establishments. (Between 2004 and 2014,
Watauga County also witnessed an overall loss of
48 business establishments.)
Also in North Carolina, Cleveland County (pop.
97,000), along with Logan County in Colorado
(pop. 22,000), McKinley County in New Mexico
(pop. 74,800), and Ward County in North Dakota
(pop. 69,500) each had three organiza ons in
2004; a decade on, each had none.8
In Cleveland, Logan, and McKinley coun es,
declining numbers of performing arts companies
paralleled declining numbers of all business
establishments in those coun es. In North
Dakota’s Ward County, however, the drop in
number of performing arts companies occurred as
the total number of business establishments
rose—from 1,632 in 2004 to 2,148 in 2014.

Recrea onal and scenic ameni es are also
abundant in Michigan’s Delta County, located in
the state’s Upper Peninsula, and in Missouri’s
Laclede County, which contains parts of the Mark
Twain Na onal Forest.
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Willacy County, Texas: An Emerging Arts County
As discussed above, Willacy County is home to parts of the Padre Island Na onal Park. The park, along
with the area’s birding ac vi es and ecotourism, provides recrea onal ameni es common to rural
coun es that host performing arts organiza ons.
In addi on to the county’s recrea onal assets, Willacy is part of the Rio Grande Valley, which, according to
the Greater Mission Chamber of Commerce, is one of the fastest growing regions in Texas.9
Moreover, El Paseo Arts Founda on has increasingly sponsored performing arts events in Willacy County.
Each of these factors—proximity to a na onal park and nature ameni es, regional economic growth, and
access to performing arts events—have likely contributed to Willacy County’s top rank as an emerging
rural arts county.

Gulf of Mexico

..

Willacy County
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Net Change in Rural Performing Arts Companies,
by State
Although more than 100 rural coun es have
gained employer performing arts establishments,
CBP data reveal that rural America witnessed an
overall decline in rural performing arts. Between
2004 and 2014, there was a net decline of 90
performing arts companies in rural U.S. coun es.
By state, the brunt of this decline was borne by
New Mexico, Colorado, and North Carolina.10
Between 2004 and 2014, the number of
performing arts establishments in these three
states dropped by 20, 14, and 12 establishments,
respec vely.

Texas gained 10 rural performing arts
organiza ons between 2004 and 2014, led by
Willacy County. Despite that sizable addi on,
Texas, as a state, lost nine rural companies, which
reduced the state’s net gain to just one
organiza on.
S ll, some states tallied net increases in rural
performing arts companies. Notably, Missouri,
with a net gain of nine companies, tops the list,
followed by Mississippi and Tennessee, which
posted net gains of six and four organiza ons,
respec vely.

Between 2004 and 2014, Kentucky gained six
performing arts companies. But the state lost
eight organiza ons, resul ng in a net loss of two
for the period. Minnesota tops the list of states
that gained arts organiza ons in rural areas—14
between 2004 and 2014. However, Minnesota lost
as many rural companies as it gained, resul ng in
zero net gain.
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Performing Arts Organizations in Rural U.S. Counties: 2014

,

Data source: County Business Patterns, U.S. Census Bureau
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Net Change in Number of Rural Performing Arts Organizations by State: 2004-2014
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Note: New Hampshire, New Jersey, Delaware, and the District of Columbia have no non-metro counties.
Data source: County Business Patterns, U.S. Census Bureau
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Gained 4-9 rural organizations
Gained 1-2 rural organizations
No net change in number of rural organizations
Lost 1-2 rural organizations
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Endnotes
Please see Rural Arts, Design, and Innovation in America.
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