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Arts Data Profile #11: State‐Level EsƟmates of Arts ParƟcipaƟon PaƩerns 

(2012‐2015) 

Research Brief #2: Why Some States Exhibit Higher (or Lower) Rates of Arts ParƟcipaƟon 

The variaƟons in arts parƟcipaƟon paƩerns by 

state—with Utah and Colorado residents having 

reported high aƩendance rates, for example, 

while Mississippians and West Virginians reported 

low aƩendance—naturally raise quesƟons about 

reasons for these differences. 

Analysis of the NEA’s 2012 Survey of Public 

ParƟcipaƟon in the Arts (SPPA) data shows a 

strong associaƟon between childhood arts 

experiences and adult aƩendance at arts events.1 

Adults who visited an art museum as a child were 

4.8 Ɵmes more likely to visit an art museum or 

gallery as an adult. This finding controlled for 

educaƟonal aƩainment, gender, age, and other 

factors correlated with arts parƟcipaƟon. 

Although the short‐form version of the SPPA—the 

NEA’s Annual Arts Basic Survey (AABS)—does not 

capture childhood arts experiences, it 

nevertheless reveals associaƟons between arts 

parƟcipaƟon and educaƟon, poverty, and access 

to arts organizaƟons. 

The Pearson correlaƟon coefficient (symbolized by 

“r”) quanƟfies how strongly variables are related 

to each other. The coefficient ranges between 0 

and 1, and can be either posiƟve or negaƟve.2 

For example, the correlaƟon coefficient between 

state‐level performing arts aƩendance rates and 

the share of each state's residents who hold a 

bachelor's degree or higher level of educaƟon is 

0.67; between performing arts aƩendance and 

poverty, the coefficient is ‐0.62. In other words, 

there is a negaƟve relaƟonship between 

performing arts aƩendance and the incidence of 

poverty. 

At 0.39, the correlaƟon between aƩendance at 

live music, theater, and dance performances and 

the number of performing arts organizaƟons, per 

capita, is also significant. 
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To illustrate, 24.8 percent of the U.S. populaƟon 

(aged 25 years and older) hold bachelor’s degrees 

or higher levels of educaƟon; the U.S. poverty rate 

is 15.5 percent. However, among Vermont’s 

adults, who rank highly in aƩendance at live 

music, theater, and dance performances, 44.8 

percent hold college degrees, and Vermont’s 

poverty rate is below average—12.2 percent. 

In Vermont, there are 4.1 performing arts 

organizaƟons per 100,000 populaƟon. That 

number is well above the 2.7 organizaƟons, per 

capita, at the U.S. level. 

Below‐average aƩendance at performing arts 

events is reported by adults residing in West 

Virginia. Also below average is the share of West 

Virginia’s adults who are college‐educated (19.2 

percent), as is the number of performing arts 

organizaƟons, per capita, in the state (1.4). 

AddiƟonally, the poverty rate in West Virginia is 

above average—18.3 percent. 

EducaƟonal aƩainment is even more strongly 
associated with aƩending art exhibits—0.72. (For 
that maƩer, the presence of tax‐exempt art 
museums is also significantly correlated with art‐
exhibit aƩendance at the state level.) 

Also strong (0.65) is the link between educaƟonal 

aƩainment and visiƟng or touring buildings, 

neighborhoods, and other sites primarily for their 

historical or design value. 3 

Consider Minnesota. In 2015, the share of the 

state’s adults visiƟng sites for their historical or 

design value was 37 percent —nearly 10 points 

greater than the U.S. rate. Minnesota is also well‐

above average in educaƟonal aƩainment. More 

than 34 percent of its residents (aged 25 and 

older) hold bachelor’s degrees or higher levels of 

educaƟon. (As discussed above, the U.S. average 

is 24.8 percent.) 

Although staƟsƟcally significant, the associaƟon 

between educaƟonal aƩainment and reading 

literature is not quite as strong—0.51 percent; 

and the coefficient between educaƟon and 

personally performing or creaƟng art is only 0.42. 

Conversely, movie‐going does not appear to be 

significantly linked with educaƟon. SƟll, movie‐

going—along with aƩending art exhibits, touring 

sites, reading literature, and personally 

performing or creaƟng art—is inversely correlated 

with poverty. 

In sum, state‐level educaƟonal aƩainment, 
poverty, and—at least in the case of aƩendance at 
performing arts events and art exhibits—the 
presence of arts organizaƟons are likely 
contribuƟng to some of the geographic paƩerns 
evident in the AABS esƟmates. 
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Endnotes 

1See NEA Arts Data Profile #5, States of Engagement: Arts ParƟcipaƟon by U.S. Geography.
 
2The Pearson correlaƟon coefficient is a measure of the strength of a linear associaƟon between two con‐
Ɵnuous variables. The Pearson correlaƟon coefficient does not indicate how or why they are related.
 
3Indeed, the goal of “learning new things” was reported at a high rate (88 percent) by adults who aƩended
 
art exhibits, according to a separate survey. For more informaƟon, see NEA Research Report #59, When
 
the Going Gets Tough: Barriers and MoƟvaƟons AffecƟng Arts AƩendance.
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