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CrEATivE DC ACTiON AGENDA

“The District’s creative economy is far more significant than 

we previously thought, with creative jobs amounting to 

more than 10 percent of the city’s employment base and 

generating $5 billion in income. this sector is also at the 

heart of the small business economy — it relies on innovation 

and entrepreneurship, and provides income and employment 

opportunities to residents. the District has the key assets 

needed to sustain this sector and maintain a competitive 

edge, such as the presence of federal government and foreign 

missions that sponsor cultural facilities and events. With the 

new understanding of the District’s creative economy that this 

report provides, we can celebrate our identity as a creative city 

and take steps to strengthen our position by expanding our 

creative jobs base and attracting additional businesses.” 
— Valerie-Joy Santos, Deputy Mayor for  

Planning and Economic Development 

“This study puts the District in a new light — we are truly a 

creative city, where creativity and talent combine to enliven 

our community and enhance our competitiveness. Whether 

it is a performing arts festival or a multimedia design firm, 

creative enterprises are providing employment and business 

opportunities for residents, and contributing to the economic 

stability of the District. the creative economy is also helping 

to reconnect and revitalize emerging areas of the city, with 

arts and cultural activities attracting residents and visitors, 

and helping neighborhoods develop an even more distinctive 

sense of place. By nurturing these assets, we can take our 

creative economy to the next level, and help communities 

throughout the city grow into more robust neighborhoods.” 

— Harriet Tregoning, Director of the DC Office of Planning 

“This study is not just the tallying of pastry chefs, musicians 

and broadcast journalists, it is a window into the below-the-

radar community of businesspeople and professionals of all 

stripes who have not been well represented in our research 

until now. this is a glimpse at another DC that is emerging in 

our midst. the purchasing power, housing preferences, and 

cultural appetites of these ‘creatives’ — when understood as 

a market segment — create new opportunities for businesses 

in DC.”
— Steve Moore, President and CEO of the  

Washington, DC Economic Partnership 

“The contribution that arts and culture make to the District 

is validated by this study. The diverse range of world class 

creative sectors — from media arts and technology to fine 

arts — defines a compelling component of the District’s 

economy and brand. innovation is born from this group, driving 

the vibrancy of our communities. We now have a blueprint 

for strengthening this base through arts education and the 

development of our local arts and cultural assets.” 
— Gloria Nauden, Executive Director of the  

DC Commission on the Arts and Humanities 
 

“The arts are a vital economic driver in the District of 

Columbia; together, artists, creative businesses, cultural 

nonprofits and government partners play important roles and 

directly impact the District’s economy. artist live-work housing, 

for example, can help revitalize neighborhoods, attract new 

businesses, generate jobs and revenue, and enhance the quality 

of life for residents.” 
— Leila Edmonds, Director of the  

DC Department of Housing and Community Development

“We are building a world-class, inclusive city. and we are committed to doing everything that we can to 

ensure the success of this dynamic sector of our economy.” 

— Adrian M. Fenty, Mayor of the District of Columbia
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From top left clockwise:

1) Windows into DC, new Community For Children, 2009

2) go With the Flow, Cheryl Foster, 2000 

3) Cherry Blossom Festival; photo by vincent gallegos

4) turkey thicket recreation Center, garin Baker, 2007

5) art opening at the hamiltonian gallery; photo by vincent gallegos

6) Dragon gate, andrew Crawford, 2007

images 1, 2, 4 and 6: Commissioned by the DC Creates! public art program through the DC 
Commission on the arts and humanities
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executive summary

Another Washington, DC exists, hiding 

in plain sight alongside and within 

the governmental enclave, tourist 

sites, and monuments: a Washington 

that stands as a center for creativity 

and arts with few rivals in the U.S. or 

worldwide.

Washington, DC occupies a unique place among american 

cities. it is the center of our political system and it is also 

renowned as a cultural and historical destination, boasting 

sites such as the Capitol and White house, as well as the 

Smithsonian institution and other well-known and much-

loved museums. 

 But another Washington, DC exists, hiding in plain sight 

alongside and within the governmental enclave, tourist 

sites, and monuments: a Washington that stands as a 

center for creativity and arts with few rivals in the U.S. or 

worldwide. the city’s “creative sector”—a phrase referring 

to enterprises in and for which creative content drives 

both economic and cultural value, including businesses, 

individuals, and organizations engaged in every stage 

of the creative process—acts as a local economic driver 

creating a significant number of jobs, income, and 

revenues for the city and its residents. those creative 

enterprises, ranging from well-known cultural venues and 

enormously influential media to vibrant visual arts and 

theater communities, innovative design, and emerging 

world-class cuisine, are helping to create a new identity for 

Washington, independent of the established perceptions 

and potentially of far greater importance and value in the 

lives of Washingtonians themselves. 

PurPOSE

this report, the Creative DC Action Agenda (the action 

agenda), was commissioned by the DC Office of 

planning and the Washington, DC economic partnership 

to quantify and put into context the creative economy 

of the District, giving the city’s myriad arts and cultural 

endeavors their rightful recognition and making the case 

that the creative sector can act as a powerful tool for job 

creation and economic growth in neighborhoods across 

the city. this action agenda is intended to provide a 

blueprint for the public, private, and nonprofit sectors as 

well as for residents as they seek to realize the following 

outcomes: 

  rEviTALizATiON of underserved neighborhoods 

through arts and creative uses that generate new 

business creation, employment for residents, and 

income for communities;

vinCent gallegOS / vgDa DeSign
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  GENErATiON Of NEW WOrK OPPOrTuNiTiES for 

youth, entrepreneurs in the creative economy, and the 

underemployed;  

  furThEriNG A “SENSE Of PLACE” for both city 

residents and visitors in distinctive DC communities 

such as Columbia heights, 14th and U streets, 

anacostia, and Brookland;

  LivELiEr STrEETS AND NEiGhbOrhOODS through 

active use of currently vacant and underutilized space;

  MOrE iMPACT fOr PLANNiNG at the neighborhood 

level, including art and culture zoning review, and 

strategic efforts to raise the level of retail activity; and

  GrEATEr LiNKAGES between the District’s assets 

and support systems, including public education and 

workforce development.

ECONOMiC SiGNifiCANCE

already, Washington’s creative economy has a 

tremendous foundation to build upon. Both in absolute 

and relative terms, the sector is a powerhouse: it 

accounts for more than 75,000 jobs—about 10 percent 

of all jobs in the District of Columbia—and over 10,000 

establishments. these creative jobs account for 

approximately $5 billion in wages. among those 75,000 

jobs are more than 16,000 federal government positions 

at cultural institutions such as the national archives 

and Kennedy Center for performing arts, as well as 

nearly 7,000 self-employed individuals who serve as 

sole proprietors of creative enterprises. even excluding 

workers who are self-employed or hold government 

jobs, the number of creative sector jobs is larger than 

in sectors such as technology, financial services, and 

education, and, until the recent economic downturn, new 

job creation in the creative economy easily outpaced 

the rate of job growth in those other sectors. the city’s 

creative economy is also larger as a proportion of total 

employment than is the case in the DC metro region and 

the United States as a whole. 

 talent increasingly drives this creative economy as 

the District becomes more and more a city of choice for 

many in creative fields. in addition to creative workers 

employed in explicitly creative enterprises, thousands of 

Washingtonians do creative work in other industries—such 

as music and arts teachers in public and private schools. 

the District has a very high concentration of writers, 

visual artists, architects, interior designers, musicians, and 

graphic designers. in all, more than 36,000 city residents 

are in such positions, earning median hourly wages of 

$33.75, more than two dollars above the citywide median. 

Yet another indication of how DC has become a national 

center for creative efforts is a study of data from the 2000 

Census, which found that the DC metro area ranked fourth 

in concentration of artistic talent as measured by the 

occupations of residents, trailing only los angeles, new 

York, and San Francisco. 

 this creative talent provides a rich ecosystem for new 

enterprises and new opportunities that can raise the 

competitiveness of the District’s economy in the future. 

Beyond the Mall, beyond its image as a “government” 

town, Washington, DC is poised to become a center of the 

national creative economy.

 While the tangible effects of Washington’s creative 

economy and its workers are important enough, less 

quantifiable impacts of creative activity should not be 

overlooked. Creative industries, including performing arts 

and culinary enterprises, not only contribute to the city’s 

overall appeal to tourists; as those activities gain a higher 

profile, they help make the District a more attractive 

destination for the sort of high-value “knowledge 

workers” on which local economies increasingly depend. 

the emergence of creative endeavors also has begun to 

transform neighborhoods across the city, heightening 

their character and appeal that might have been 

previously overlooked. 
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CrEATivE SEGMENTS

the diversity of the city’s creative economy goes well 

beyond the most well known cultural assets on the 

national Mall and Downtown. the Creative DC Action 

Agenda identified and assessed six key segments, or 

industry groups, which encompass the city’s creative 

sector: museums and heritage, building arts, culinary 

arts, performing arts, media and communications, and 

visual arts and crafts. the action agenda also captures 

the creative strengths and assets in all of the city’s 

neighborhoods to ensure that economic opportunities 

reach all parts of the District, particularly underserved 

areas where creative activities could benefit youth and 

underemployed and unemployed residents.

 the best-known segment of Washington’s creative 

economy is its museums and historical sites. With one 

of the largest concentrations of museums in the U.S., 

this segment provides 10,454 direct jobs and accounts 

for 14 percent of all creative sector jobs in the District. 

the institutions that describe and represent the nation’s 

history, cultural products, and achievements are the 

premier attractions for families, foreign tourists, and youth 

groups visiting the city. in addition to the significant 

number of jobs associated with DC’s museums and the 

tourism-related economic impacts, this segment of the 

creative economy also generates a market for many 

other local businesses, including graphic artists, caterers, 

museum exhibit designers, and art handlers.

 in terms of employment, the largest segment in the 

District is media and communications, which provides 

32,132 jobs and over $3 billion in wages in the District. as 

with any city of comparable size, metropolitan Washington 

has numerous local television, radio, and print institutions. 

But the full scope and scale of this segment comes from 

the additional media outlets that bring national and 

international political news and analysis and their own 

special culture to the world at large. the District is home 

to national public radio, national geographic, C-Span, 

and Black entertainment network, to name a few. the 

concentration of employment in television and radio 

in the District is five times the national average. in 

addition, proximate to the city are additional major 

media and entertainment companies including the 

Discovery Channel, the travel Channel, and USA 

Today. Beyond these companies, most major news 

organizations and magazines around the world have 

some local presence via a Washington news bureau 

or desk. While not thought of as a national center 

for publishing, the concentration of employment in 

newspaper, periodical, and book publishing is six times 

the national average. a number of the magazines with 

the largest circulation in the nation, such as National 

Geographic, the Smithsonian magazine, and AARP The 

Magazine (the world’s largest circulation magazine) are 

headquartered in Washington, DC. 

 While not as large in terms of employment, 

accounting for just fewer than 5,000 jobs, the District’s 

performing arts segment has become an increasingly 

vibrant and growing part of the creative economy. 

in recent years, the performing arts industry in the 

District has blossomed with new theaters and plays, 

innovative dance companies, and an eclectic mix of 

musical styles and genres. the city’s mix of theater 

companies and venues includes the Kennedy Center 

for the performing arts, arena Stage, Shakespeare 

theater Company, Washington national Opera, and 

the Washington Ballet. to this mix can be added the 

Wooly Mammoth, Studio theatre, the Source, the 

Warehouse, the atlas performing arts Center, and 

the gala theatre, a center for latino performing arts. 

the annual Capital Fringe Festival adds even more 

cutting-edge flavor to DC’s theater scene. With 69 

theaters producing 8,723 performances in 2008, DC is 

now among the top tier of theater cities in the U.S. in 

fact, the helen hayes awards notes that Washington’s 

theater community is “second to new York City in its 

breadth and depth of offerings.”1 

 the music industry, like many other components 
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of the DC creative economy, is notable for its breadth. 

the District ranks among the top tier of major cities in 

the number and quality of its choirs and choral groups; 

has a long and rich history in jazz; was at the forefront of 

punk music; and has its own music genre, go-go music, 

a mix of funk, rap, and heavy percussion that got its 

start in the 1970s. every night offers a full range of music 

performances at major concert halls and performing arts 

facilities, churches, neighborhood bars and clubs, and 

venues of higher education institutions in the city. 

 a growing cadre of new chefs has brought energy, 

visibility, and a range of high-end cuisine to the District, 

giving the culinary arts a more distinctive image. this 

segment accounts for 24 percent of total creative sector 

jobs in the District, and 9 percent of wages in the sector. 

this segment of the District’s creative economy, like 

many others, also has a deep connection to the city’s 

african-american culture and heritage and to the city’s 

international diversity. the city’s diversity is reflected in 

its ethiopian, Brazilian, indian, French, german, Spanish, 

Moroccan, thai, Mexican, afghan, greek, peruvian, 

vietnamese, and Belgian restaurants, which can be found 

in the downtown as well as in the neighborhoods. 

 Surprising to most is the incredibly high concentration 

of individuals and businesses involved in the building arts, 

including architecture, landscape architecture, and interior 

design. this segment of the creative economy accounts 

for 10 percent of total creative sector jobs in the District 

and 12 percent of wages in the sector. the importance 

of the District as an architectural center is reflected in 

its relatively high concentration of architectural industry 

employment, about 4.5 times the national average. 

 Finally, while the smallest of the six segments, officially 

accounting for only about 2,000 jobs, the visual arts 

and crafts segment involves many individual artists and 

artisans who often sell their products in local galleries, via 

the internet, and at local markets. Washington, DC has 

a growing cadre of painters, photographers, sculptors, 

potters, glassblowers, metal artists, jewelers, fashion 

designers, and other artisans as well as the galleries that 

display and sell them. this segment, the smallest of the 

six, accounts for 3 percent of total creative sector jobs in 

the District, and just 1 percent of all creative sector wages.

CrEATivE PLACES

the creative talent and enterprises in each of these 

segments are spread throughout the District. Washington 

is a city of neighborhoods, each with its own distinctive 

history and cultural and creative assets. perhaps because 

of these differences, each neighborhood expresses 

creativity in its own way, through fine and performing 

arts, media, cuisine, and culture. For example:

  ThE u AND 14Th STrEETS ArEA, once known as 

the nation’s “Black Broadway,” which produced or 

attracted legendary performers Cab Calloway, pearl 

Bailey, Sarah vaughn, Billie holliday, Duke ellington, 

Miles Davis, John Coltrane, and Cannonball adderly, is 

now one of the city’s most vibrant arts, entertainment, 

and cultural scenes. 

  DOWNTOWN, the most accessible location for tourists 

and government employees, features six independent 

theaters where more than half a million people 

attended shows in 2007; many more dined at one of 

the downtown restaurants or enjoyed an evening at 

one of the numerous dance clubs.

  ANACOSTiA in southeast Washington is one of the 

city’s premier historic districts, the only neighborhood 

east of the anacostia river on the national register of 

historic places. the neighborhood is also evolving into 

a creative cluster, with new galleries and artist housing. 

  GEOrGETOWN is home to a world-class university and 

charming 19th century streetscapes, and is a location 

of choice for many of the architecture and design firms 

in the city.

  DuPONT CirCLE, the historic center of gay life and 

culture in the city, offers a wealth of bookstores, cafes, 

many associations and nonprofit headquarters, and a 

growing cluster of digital arts companies.
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  brOOKLAND features the homes of prominent african-

americans such as nobel prize winner ralph Bunche, 

first african-american cabinet member robert Clifton 

Weaver, and impressionistic artist lois Mailou Jones, 

all open to tourists. the neighborhood is also home to 

Dance place and the site for new artist live-work units.

ChALLENGES

For all its current success and future promise, the creative 

economy in Washington, DC does face a number of 

challenges that could limit future growth. the inaccurate 

but lingering perception of DC’s creativity as lagging 

behind that of other cities such as new York and Chicago 

hampers activity in several sub-fields, notably building 

arts and performing arts, as does a shortage of affordable 

space for artist housing, start-up creative enterprises, and 

the production of creative goods. Many of the District’s 

incredible assets, such as its rich international culture, 

have not been effectively leveraged and the tourism 

infrastructure is not structured to maximize visitation to 

the city’s cultural venues or assets throughout its diverse 

neighborhoods. While there is a strong support system 

that underlies the creative economy, its effectiveness 

has been somewhat constrained by a lack of effective 

coordination and leadership as well as limited cross-

segment and cross-generational networking. and, while 

the entrepreneurial energy and potential is great, the 

District has not taken full advantage of the considerable 

opportunities for business development and job growth in 

some of its creative industries.

ACTiON AGENDA

Shorter-term pressures from the recession threaten to 

undo some recent growth in the creative economy and 

have put additional pressures on many of the individual 

artists, nonprofit cultural organizations, and creative 

businesses in the District. the action agenda offers a 

clear and structured action agenda to safeguard gains to 

this point and to accelerate progress toward the economic 

and cultural objectives that underpin so much creative 

sector activity in Washington. that agenda addresses a 

range of challenges and opportunities and lays out six key 

goals in the following areas, with specific strategies and 

actions for each: 

  CrEATivE SuPPOrT: enhancing the support system 

to take better advantage of the city’s deep creative 

assets.

  CrEATivE MArKETS: promoting the District’s creative 

economy and increasing the market for creative 

products.

  CrEATivE yOuTh: enabling youth to explore and 

capitalize upon their creative talents.

  CrEATivE WOrK: providing new career opportunities 

for residents and an enhanced talent pool for creative 

businesses and organizations.

  CrEATivE buSiNESS: promoting new enterprise 

development and small business growth among 

creative firms and entrepreneurs.

  CrEATivE PLACES: developing a diversity of creative 

neighborhoods and spaces throughout the District.

iMMEDiATE PriOriTiES

to create momentum for implementing the strategies and 

action steps, key District agencies in partnership with the 

Washington, DC economic partnership and other private 

and nonprofit stakeholders should play a leading role by 

spearheading the following immediate action projects, 

which can be undertaken in the short-term and can help 

lay the foundation for some of the longer-term strategies 

and action steps: 

  ensure that the findings and recommendations of the 

Creative DC Action Agenda are linked to other city 

planning and investment activities (e.g., DCCah’s 

strategic plan, neighborhood revitalization efforts, 

zoning update, great Streets, and niF) in order to 

leverage resources related to priority projects.
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While there is a strong support system 

that underlies the creative economy, 

its effectiveness has been somewhat 

constrained by a lack of effective 

coordination and leadership and 

limited cross-segment and cross-

generational networking.

  Coordinate a coalition of private, nonprofit, and public 

sector stakeholders to work collectively to move the 

action agenda forward.

  Support networking opportunities within creative 

industry segments (e.g., music, theatre, museum, 

digital arts) as well as across segments that bring 

together the business community, creative enterprises, 

and nonprofit cultural institutions more regularly to 

discuss potential strategic partnerships.

  increase visitor awareness of DC’s creative assets 

by enhancing the visitor information system. efforts 

could include rethinking the location and operation of 

the visitor center(s) in the city, placing kiosks in the 

neighborhoods, and more effectively coordinating 

cultural calendars.

  Coordinate with stakeholders from the green, retail, 

and creative industries to make progress on immediate 

synergistic projects that leverage public, private, and 

nonprofit resources and partnerships.

  Organize a creative ‘spacefinder’ initiative that 

provides information on the availability and location 

of creative spaces throughout the city, and matches 

creatives in need of space with property owners, 

developers, and brokers. Matching strategies could 

include in-person forums as well as a web-based tool 

that acts as a clearinghouse of information.

  implement a targeted program that activates vacant 

and underutilized space on a temporary basis with 

creative uses. efforts include identifying publicly- and/

or privately-owned sites for creative temporary uses 

and investigating funding opportunities.

  Coordinate opportunities for the development of 

affordable housing and live-work space, and provide 

public sector assistance as appropriate (for example, 

via public-private partnerships, financing, land 

dispositions, and zoning support).

MariSa gaither FlOWerS, green DOOr aDviSOrS, llC, 2009
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Introduction

As visitors discover the wealth of 

talented people, entertaining events, 

and interesting places in Washington’s 

neighborhoods, many will come to see 

the District as a return destination 

rather than a one-time place to visit.

in 2008, 16.6 million visitors to Washington, DC enjoyed 

attractions such as the White house, the Capitol, the 

lincoln Memorial, the museums of the Smithsonian 

institution, and other well-known symbols of america’s 

proud history. But the city offers a plethora of other 

cultural and creative assets beyond the usual sightseeing 

destinations on and around the Mall of which many 

visitors are largely unaware. 

 Within informed circles, Washington’s reputation 

as a center for creative endeavors is well established. 

in its ranking of the country’s largest 25 cities with 

top art destinations, American Style Magazine 

placed Washington, DC third.2 this suggests a great 

opportunity to reach tourists looking to enjoy activities 

and experiences outside the city’s established 

persona. as visitors discover the wealth of talented 

people, entertaining events, and interesting places in 

Washington’s neighborhoods, many will come to see the 

District as a return destination rather than a one-time 

place to visit. 

 Beyond tourism, a foundation is in place for civic, 

business, and nonprofit leaders to position Washington 

as a world-class center of arts, culture, design, and 

media. as the center of national public life, the city 

boasts a tremendous concentration of media enterprises, 

from news bureaus to film crews. alongside the various 

layers of government is a vast range of vibrant ethnic 

cultures, arts, and foods. Washington’s impressive 

array of education institutions maintains a pipeline of 

both talented creative workers and people receptive to 

the products of their efforts, and offers a gateway to 

opportunity and a source of creative services in addition 

to supporting the entertainment and cultural scene 

through performances, lectures, and exhibits. 

 all of these elements make DC one of the world’s 

hot spots of creativity. Yet despite the intensity of the 

creative economy, its value is not fully appreciated 

and its potential is not fully realized. this is due in part 

to the importance of creative enterprises and work in 

the economic life of the community not having been 

evaluated and studied.

 the Creative DC Action Agenda was commissioned 

by the DC Office of planning in partnership with the 

Washington, DC economic partnership. participating 

vinCent gallegOS / vgDa DeSign
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agencies include the DC Commission on the arts 

and humanities and the Department of housing and 

Community Development. the action agenda seeks to 

provide a more accurate measure of the economic value of 

the creative economy to Washington, DC and applies the 

same analytic tools to the creative sector as to any other 

sector of the economy. it evaluates the creative sector as a 

set of economic enterprises, including their employees and 

value chains (i.e., their suppliers, producers, distributors, 

and markets). the characteristic that sets these enterprises 

apart from those in other sectors—in other words, what 

makes them creative—is that the experience associated 

with the creative or cultural content of their goods or 

services adds economic value. 

 the findings and recommendations for the action 

agenda emerge from an intensive yearlong research 

process that involved the collection and analysis of 

economic data; an inventory of key cultural assets 

including theaters, galleries, museums, artist housing and 

workspace, and community art centers; and interviews 

and focus groups with close to 200 individuals in the 

District who are involved in the full range of creative 

industries and support organizations.3

 the Creative DC Action Agenda seeks to underscore 

the importance of Washington’s creative economy and 

to suggest that the city can derive significant economic 

benefit from the prudent management of this valuable 

resource by the public, private, and nonprofit sectors. 

While each neighborhood boasts its own resources 

and needs, the city’s creative economy as a whole is 

sufficiently large, diverse, and vibrant both to provide 

expanding employment and economic opportunities to 

residents and businesses and to support a world-class 

range of cultural activities and entertainment for visitors. 

 the scale of employment in the enterprises involved 

in the creative economy¾and the remarkable talents of 

those who are employed in this sector¾make a powerful 

case for paying closer attention to strategies that can 

encourage economic growth. this analysis of the city’s 

creative economy sets forth an action agenda that will 

leverage the city’s wide range of creative assets and 

expand economic opportunities and benefits to more 

effectively reach all of its residents and neighborhoods by:

  Supporting actions to revitalize underserved 

neighborhoods through arts and creative uses 

(income, business, employment, and activity 

generation); 

  providing opportunities for youth, entrepreneurs, and 

the underemployed; 

  helping to foster a sense of place for all 

neighborhoods;

  enlivening communities through active uses, including 

vacant and underutilized sites; 

  leveraging planning and public investment efforts; and 

  Better utilizing and connecting the city’s economic 

support systems—particularly its education and 

workforce development systems. 

the Creative DC Action Agenda provides the framework 

to leverage the compelling strengths of the District’s 

creative economy and to manage its significant challenges 

through the following six goals:

  CrEATivE SuPPOrT: enhancing the support system 

to take better advantage of the city’s deep creative 

assets.

  CrEATivE MArKETS: promoting the District’s creative 

economy and increasing the market for creative 

products.

  CrEATivE yOuTh: enabling youth to explore and 

capitalize upon their creative talents.

  CrEATivE WOrK: providing new career opportunities 

for residents and an enhanced talent pool for creative 

businesses and organizations.

  CrEATivE buSiNESS: promoting new enterprise 

development and small business growth among 

creative firms and entrepreneurs.

  CrEATivE PLACES: developing a diversity of creative 

neighborhoods and spaces throughout the District.
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 Washington, DC has an enormous opportunity to build 

upon the existing and potential strengths of the creative 

economy in ways that create jobs, attract and retain 

vital human and financial capital, and produce an even 

higher quality of life for its residents. On June 18, 2009, 

a USA Today headline read, “Washington is morphing 

into a pretty cool district.”4 in the words of one television 

executive, “the perception outside of DC is that it’s a 

happening place with a charismatic new leader in town 

and a revitalized social scene.” the following action 

agenda describes the full scale and scope of the creative 

economy, the assets on which the city can build, and 

what it will take to make sure that the city fulfills the 

promise associated with the creative economy for all of 

its neighborhoods and residents. 
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The economic significance of  
the Creative sector in Washington, DC

fiGurE 1: The Creative Sector value Chain

OriginatiOn
WriterS

painterS

SCUlptOrS

phOtOgrapherS

ChOreOgrapherS

artiSanS

interiOr DeSignerS

lanDSCape arChiteCtS

graphiC DeSignerS

FaShiOn DeSignerS

arChiteCtS

CheFS

COMpOSerS

SOngWriterS

MUSiCianS

PrOductiOn
Media and cOMMunicatiOns
FilM anD viDeO prODUCtiOn
raDiO anD tv
aDvertiSing 
graphiCS anD MUltiMeDia

PerfOrMing arts
MUSiC, DanCe
theater

culinary arts
Catering
lOCal FUll ServiCe reStaUrantS
SpeCial FOOD StOreS

Visual arts and crafts/ 
designer PrOducts
CraFtS StUDiOS
FraMing ShOpS

Building arts
arChiteCtUre anD interiOr DeSign
lanDSCape arChiteCtUre

MuseuMs and Heritage
reStOratiOn & preServatiOn
exhiBit DeSign

Means Of distriButiOn 

MeDia anD e-platFOrMS 

gallerieS  

perFOrManCe venUeS

FeStivalS

retail

WhOleSalerS

liBrarieS, MUSeUMS

reacHing Markets 

lOCal

regiOnal

natiOnal

internatiOnal

suPPOrt serVices
Business serVices • educatiOn • gOVernMent • netwOrks

DEfiNiNG ThE CrEATivE SECTOr

the concepts of the creative economy, creative class, and 

creative sector have made their way into common usage 

in recent years, yet there is no clear consensus on what 

these terms mean. the word creative itself is a moving 

target, expanding and contracting to fit the goals and 

missions of its users. to some, it describes any economic 

activity that involves imagination or originality. to others, 

the focus is limited to more traditional arts and cultural 

activities. For many, creative applies to the environment, 

referring to a place that appeals to the so-called creative 

class: the broadly defined “knowledge workers” whom 

many cities are trying to attract. 

 the Creative DC Action Agenda views the creative 

sector through the same analytical lens applied to other 

sectors such as technology, manufacturing, or healthcare. 

the focus is on jobs and economic opportunities 

associated with the development of industries that serve 

as economic engines for a regional economy. accordingly, 

the specific definition of the creative sector used for this 

analysis is:

Enterprises in which creative content is central to 
both the cultural and economic values of what they 
produce. These include businesses, individuals, and 
organizations involved at every stage of the creative 
process, including conception, production, and initial 
presentation of the product. 
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 the creative economy is even more comprehensive 

than the creative sector, since it includes creative talent 

and creative neighborhoods that together contribute to 

making a community a more vital and competitive place. 

the creative sector operates as an economic production 

system with value chains that extend from the raw 

materials, equipment, and sources of learning through 

the support systems, distribution channels, and marketing 

outlets. (See Figure 1.) 

 every creative industry starts with the originators: 

the playwright, composer, artist, chef, and designer. at 

the next stage of production, creativity is converted into 

consumer goods through publishers and printers; film, 

video, and music production companies; advertisers; 

and manufacturers. Finally, creative products reach the 

public through media companies distributing film and 

video through multiple venues; galleries selling art; and 

museums and libraries providing access for cultural 

products to the public. 

 although the creative sector essentially incorporates 

the same general industries in all communities, it does 

differ from one local economy to another based on 

the specific conditions, economic relationships, and 

historic culture of different places. as such, interviews 

and focus groups held with hundreds of individuals in 

the Washington, DC creative community helped provide 

a deeper understanding of the specific strengths and 

relationships within the creative sector in the District. 

Based upon this input and an initial analysis of the 

economic data, the creative activities in the city were 

further grouped into the following six creative segments:5 

  MuSEuMS AND hEriTAGE includes the museums, 

libraries, and historical assets in the city’s 

neighborhoods, including federal institutions such as 

the Smithsonian, the national archives, and the library 

of Congress.

  buiLDiNG ArTS comprises those companies that apply 

creative content to the city’s built environment and 

includes architecture, landscape architecture, and 

interior design. 

  CuLiNAry ArTS is the subset of the food preparation 

industry that includes all cooking-related activities 

in which aesthetics and creative content are critical 

elements. the segment includes only locally-owned 

food establishments, full-service restaurants, gourmet 

food shops, and caterers. 

  PErfOrMiNG ArTS comprises theater, music, dance, 

and spoken word and the performers, promoters, 

producers, directors, and technicians needed to bring 

the performing arts to the public.

  MEDiA AND COMMuNiCATiONS covers traditional 

media (books, journals, newspapers, radio, television, 

and film) and new media, as well as the graphic 

and multimedia designers that service this industry 

and the advertising and public relations firms that 

communicate ideas for distribution to the media.

  viSuAL ArTS AND CrAfTS/DESiGNEr PrODuCTS is 

the segment most often associated with the creative 

economy—the painters, photographers, sculptors, 

potters, glassblowers, metal artists, jewelers, fashion 

designers, and other artisans who create products and 

the galleries and venues that display and sell them.

in the next section, the action agenda first looks to 

measure the direct employment and wages associated 

with the creative sector in Washington, DC and then 

considers more broadly the multiple dimensions of the 

creative economy and how each contributes to the 

District’s vitality.

DirECT EMPLOyMENT iN ThE CrEATivE 
SECTOr iN WAShiNGTON, DC

past studies have sought to quantify the economic 

importance of cities’ arts and cultural activities by 

applying complex economic impact models that focused 

primarily on nonprofit arts and cultural institutions and 

tried to estimate the amount of money that residents 

and tourists spent visiting these institutions. in contrast, 

the methodology that informs this analysis captures 

data on the direct jobs associated with the production of 
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fiGurE 2: The big Picture—A Total of 90,368 Jobs

Source:  eMSi, 2007 US Department of labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of employment and 
Wages, 2006 US Census Nonemployer Statistics
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goods and services in particular industries while omitting 

multiplier, or secondary, impacts. as such, it provides a 

relatively (and intentionally) conservative measure of 

the direct employment associated with enterprises and 

workers engaged in creative, content-related industries.

 to fully understand the economic importance of the 

District’s creative sector, one must consider the scale 

and scope of two critical and overlapping components—

creative enterprises and the creative workforce. (See 

Figure 2.)

 the analysis of direct employment includes all of the 

jobs associated with employers in that sector, from clerical 

and management jobs to more specialized technical jobs. 

For example, a measure of total employment includes the 

clerical staff at an architecture firm (non-creative workers 

in a creative enterprise) as well as the architects (creative 

workers in a creative enterprise). By this methodology, 

enterprises in the creative sector in Washington, DC 

account for a total of 75,352 direct jobs. (See Figure 2.)

 But enterprises are just one part of the picture. 

thousands of creative workers are employed in other 

sectors of the economy that might not be classified 

as creative: an architect could work for a construction 

company or teach architecture at a university (neither of 

which are considered to be in the creative sector). among 

the workers in the District who use their creative talents 

in other sectors of the economy are artists working as 

teachers, musicians who find employment in the city’s 

religious institutions, and graphic designers who work for 

the many associations that are headquartered in the city. 

all told, there are 15,016 additional creative sector jobs in 

Washington that involve creative talent working outside 

of creative enterprises. (See Figure 2.) 

 thus, counting both employment in creative 

enterprises and employment related to creative workers 

employed outside of the creative sector yields a total of 

90,368 direct jobs in Washington, DC’s creative sector.

Creative Enterprises 

the city’s creative enterprises include nonprofit cultural 

institutions, commercial businesses that produce and 

distribute creative products, and the thousands of self-

employed individuals, each of whom is, in effect, an 

entrepreneur seeking to produce and successfully market 

his or her product to the consumer.

iMPOrTANCE TO ThE WAShiNGTON, DC ECONOMy

employment in the creative sector in the District accounts 

for a sizable share of the city’s overall employment. as 

noted above, a conservative estimate of direct creative 

sector employment is 75,352, or about 10 percent of the 

total jobs in the District. 

Thousands of creative workers are 

employed in other sectors of the 

economy that might not be classified 

as creative.
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creatiVe enterPrises
 E 75,352 DireCt JOBS
 E 10, 250 eStaBliShMentS
 E $5 BilliOn in annUal earningS
 E 10% OF tOtal eMplOYMent

COvereD eMplOYMent 
52,341

SelF-eMplOYeD 
6,760

gOvernMent eMplOYMent 
16,251

ChArT 1: Total Jobs in Creative Enterprises: 75,352

note: Covered employment includes jobs covered by Unemployment insurance.

Source: U.S. Department of labor, Quarterly Census of employment and Wages 2007 
and U.S. Census Bureau, nonemployer Statistics 2006.

 although DC’s creative sector provides so many jobs, 

this sector has not been fully recognized as an important 

component of the city’s economy. this is due in part 

to traditional economic studies missing two important 

components of the economic activity in the creative 

sector: the large number of self-employed individuals and 

those employed in government-related creative activity, 

a particularly important part of the creative sector in 

Washington, DC given the federal presence. (See Chart 1.)

 Self-employed individuals in Washington, DC’s creative 

economy—the musician who teaches students, plays in 

one or more musical groups, and accompanies a local 

church choir, or the writer who earns her living through 

multiple freelance assignments—generate significant 

total income. according to the Nonemployer Statistics 

published by the U.S. Census Bureau, in Washington, DC, 

in 2006, close to 7,000 enterprises were operated by sole 

proprietors who were essentially self-employed. these 

individuals earned a total of $237 million in 2006 through 

their creative activities. 

 previous studies of the economy in the District have 

also missed the large number of creative jobs embedded 

in the federal government. a conservative estimate is that 

there are 16,251 federal government jobs in Washington 

directly related to creative industries. (See table 1.) this 

includes workers employed at the Smithsonian institution, 

the national archives, the library of Congress, the 

Kennedy Center for the performing arts, the government 

printing Office, and other institutions that involve creative 

products that are part of the federal government. 

 rankings of key industries in Washington, DC usually 

start with healthcare, membership associations, and 

technology. More recently, there has been a focus on green 

jobs. if one looks at nongovernmental, wage and salary 

employment in the District, the creative industries rank 

relatively high. For example, the recent study by the DC 

Office of planning, in conjunction with the Washington, 

DC economic partnership and the DC Department of 

employment Services, District of Columbia Green Collar 

Jobs Demand Analysis Final Report, found a total of 

25,167 jobs, and a 2008 study by aea reported a total of 

35,600 technology jobs in the District.6 U.S. Department of 

labor statistics for 2007 reported a total of 47,660 jobs in 

membership associations and organizations and  

53,303 jobs in healthcare and social assistance. the 52,351 

non-governmental, wage and salary jobs in the creative 

sector exceeds or is comparable to these other industries.

KEy SEGMENTS Of ThE CrEATivE SECTOr

Both in terms of jobs and wages, the most important 

segment of Washington’s creative sector is media and 

communications. this segment supports nearly half of 

all creative sector jobs in the city, and pays well over half 

of the total wages in the creative sector. Museums and 

heritage is the next most important, accounting for 

 14 percent of both employment and wages. Building arts 
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industry gOVernMent  
eMPlOyMent 

MUSeUMS, hiStOriCal SiteS, zOOS, anD parKS  5,149 

liBrarieS anD arChiveS  3,914 

printing anD relateD SUppOrt aCtivitieS  3,538 

arChiteCtUral ServiCeS  2,071 

perFOrMing artS COMpanieS  1,108 

FUll-ServiCe reStaUrantS  393 

neWSpaper pUBliSherS  78 

tOtal  16,251 

Source: U.S. Department of labor, Quarterly Census of employment and Wages, average annual 2007

TAbLE 1: federal Government Employment in Creative Sector in Washington, DC

provides only 10 percent of jobs, but 12 percent of wages, 

while the culinary arts segment of the creative economy 

supports nearly 25 percent of employment within the 

sector, but pays only 9 percent of the wages. (See table 2.) 

 Self-employed individuals dominate the more traditional 

cultural sectors of visual arts and performing arts. as one 

might expect, freelancers and sole proprietors are most 

TAbLE 2: Employment in the Creative Sector by Major Segments

JOBs wages

creatiVe segMent eMPlOyMent Percentage wages (‘000’s) Percentage

CUlinarY artS 18 ,125 24.1% $468 ,509 9. 2%

BUilDing artS 7,566 10.0% $610,503 12 .0%

MeDia anD COMMUniCatiOnS 32,132 42 .6% $3,045,668 59.8%

MUSeUMS anD heritage 10,454 13 .9% $718 ,889 14 .1%

viSUal artS 2,1 16 2 .8% $73,952 1 .5%

perFOrMing artS 4,959 6.6% $172,513 3 .4%

tOtal creatiVe 75, 352 100% $5,090,034 100%

Source: U.S. Department of labor, Quarterly Census of employment and Wages, average annual 2007; U.S. Census Nonemployer Statistics, 2006;  and eMSi

prevalent in the more traditional arts and cultural segments 

of the creative economy. Many individual musicians, visual 

artists, actors, and craftspeople make their living by piecing 

together a variety of freelancing assignments. Some 

may be teaching their art and thus be classified not as 

artists, but as teachers. Moreover, a portion of the income 

associated with their work likely is not fully reported. in 
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In the visual arts segment, self-

employed individuals hold well over 

half of the measured jobs, and there is 

a high likelihood that official statistics 

substantially undercount employment 

and wages in these segments.

connection clearly exists between the activities of the 

city’s multiple art museums and the artists and galleries in 

the visual arts segment. 

Concentration of Employment relative to the Greater 

Washington, DC region and the u.S.

Jobs in creative enterprises make up a larger component 

of the District’s economic base than is true in the larger 

Washington Metropolitan Statistical (MSa) region.7 

Specifically, the proportion of jobs in the creative sector 

is higher in Washington, DC than in both the Washington 

MSa and the country as a whole. Since comparable 

statistics on government creative jobs are not available for 

the Washington MSa region, the comparison only includes 

non-governmental employment. as Chart 2 illustrates, in 

Washington, DC, creative sector jobs account for close 

to 12 percent of all non-governmental employment, 

compared to 9 percent in the region and 8 percent in the 

U.S. overall. 

 in general, the District has a disproportionately large 

share of all creative sector employment in the Washington 

MSa region. While Washington, DC only accounts for 

about 17 percent of all of the jobs in the Washington MSa, 

about 27 percent of the non-governmental creative jobs 

are located within the District. in some segments of the 

creative economy, the city is clearly the location of choice 

for creative companies. (See Chart 3.) 

 While it is not surprising that a large share of the 

the visual arts segment, self-employed individuals hold 

well over half of the measured jobs, and there is a high 

likelihood that official statistics substantially undercount 

employment and wages in these segments. in performing 

arts, close to a third are self-employed. 

 One distinctive factor about the creative sector 

in Washington, DC is the considerable overlap 

between segments within it, a reality that complicates 

categorization but also helps catalyze additional 

economic activity. For example, national geographic has 

a museum, explorers hall, but is also part of the media 

industry (its magazine and cable channel); the Building 

Museum is part of both the museum/heritage and 

building arts segments; caterers within the culinary arts 

segment may provide a large percentage of their services 

to the museums and performing arts segments; many of 

the city’s art centers have both galleries for visual artists 

as well as venues for the performing arts; and a close 

Source: U.S. Department of labor, Census of employment and Wages, average 2007

ChArT 2: Private Creative Employment as 
Percentage of Total Private Employment
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ChArT 4: Concentration of Employment by  
Creative Segment in DC Compared to the uS

region’s jobs in museums and heritage is located in 

Washington, the city also has a very high proportion of 

the jobs in media and building arts, with 33 percent of all 

media and communications positions and 37 percent of 

building arts jobs. Only in visual arts and performing arts, 

where space and cost considerations provide a strong 

motivation for firms to locate outside the District proper, 

does the city account for a smaller share of regional jobs. 

 employment in many of DC’s creative segments is 

also extremely high relative to the U.S. as a whole. every 

creative segment in DC has a location quotient—the 

ratio of employment within a specific occupation in 

Washington, DC over the same measure in the entire 

United States—above 1.0, meaning that the percentage 

of total employment in that segment in the District is 

higher than in the U.S. overall. the building arts segment 

is particularly large in relative terms, with nearly three-

and-a-half times as much employment on a percentage 

basis. in addition, both the media and the museums and 

heritage segments (even without including the 5,000 

federal museum jobs), have over two times the proportion 

of employment than does the U.S. overall. (See Chart 4.)

CrEATivE SECTOr EMPLOyMENT GrOWTh

prior to the current economic downturn, employment in 

the creative sector in the District grew at a faster rate than 

in the Washington MSa or the U.S. as a whole. 

 in the five-year period between 2002 and 2007, 

the city added 4,200 new jobs in creative enterprises 

with employees, as well as about 1,200 jobs in sole-

proprietorships. During this period, in terms of percentage 

growth, employment among the city’s self-employed has 

exceeded growth in traditional wage employment, with the 

number of self-employed creative individuals increasing by 

over 25 percent. as Chart 5 shows, overall creative sector 

employment growth in the District compared favorably to 

both regional and national job growth rates. 

 the six segments of the creative sector in the District 

fared very differently in the years before the current 

recession. Between 2002 and 2007, the building arts 

ChArT 3: District Creative Employment  
as Percent of the MSA

Source: U.S. Department of labor, Quarterly Census of employment and Wages, 2007
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in the District.8 On the other hand, the District saw a 

decline in the media and communications segment, 

with significant job losses in publishing, software, 

television broadcasting, film, and printing. the losses 

in these industries are due to larger national trends and 

restructuring. On a percentage basis, job losses in this 

segment in Washington, DC were lower than those in 

the region or nationwide. (See Chart 6.)

The Creative Workforce

Washington, DC is rich in creative talent. Overall, 

Washington, DC has more than 36,000 jobs in 39 creative 

occupations in both creative and non-creative industries. 

in addition to the thousands of creative individuals who 

work within the creative sector, the District has 15,000 

individuals who are in creative occupations, but employed 

outside of the creative sector. (See appendix 2 for a full 

list of creative occupations.) 

CONCENTrATiON Of CrEATivE TALENT

the concentration of creative talent within selected 

ChArT 5: Creative Sector Employment Growth 2002–2007

Source:  eMSi Covered employment, U.S. Census: Nonemployer Statistics 2006; and US Bureau of 
labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of employment and Wages
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ChArT 6: Growth Trends by Segment 2002–2007

Source:  eMSi Covered employment, and US Bureau of labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of employment and Wages, 2007
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and culinary segments experienced the most rapid 

growth of the segments studied. During this period, 

architectural services added close to 1,000 jobs in 

Washington, DC. Culinary jobs also grew rapidly, with 

an additional 3,900 jobs in full-service restaurants 
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TAbLE 3: Top Creative Occupations in DC by relative Concentration

OccuPatiOn 2007 Median  
HOurly earnings

2007 lOcatiOn 
QuOtient

artiStS anD relateD WOrKerS, all Other $36.93 18 .42

MUSeUM teChniCianS anD COnServatOrS $26.05 9.54

WriterS anD aUthOrS $32 .14 8 .67

pUBliC relatiOnS SpeCialiStS $39.85 7.37

MeDia anD COMMUniCatiOn eQUipMent WOrKerS  $41 .36 6.98

raDiO OperatOrS $46.06 5 .51

arChiviStS $33 .93 5 . 25

repOrterS anD COrreSpOnDentS $32 . 22 5 .13

eDitOrS $29.60 5 .06

BrOaDCaSt neWS analYStS $35 .35 4.78

BrOaDCaSt teChniCianS $25 .15 4 .36

Set anD exhiBit DeSignerS $27.1 1 3 .49

prODUCerS anD DireCtOrS $36.09 3 .16

CaMera OperatOrS, tv, viDeO, anD MOtiOn piCtUre $31 .97 3 .00

MUSiCianS anD SingerS $17.41 2 .83

teChniCal WriterS $30. 20 2 .70

aVer age all creatiVe OccuPatiOns in dc $33.73  2 .89 

Source:  eMSi  Occupational report

creative occupations in Washington is significant when 

compared to the U.S., as well as to other cities. 

in relative terms, the city’s creative talent pool is especially 

strong within particular creative occupations. the 

occupational location quotient is particularly high for 

creative occupations related to museums and libraries 

(museum technicians and archivists) as well as occupations 

related to the media segment (writers, public relations, 

media and communication workers, radio operators, 

creatiVe wOrkfOrce
 E 36,156 WOrKerS COMpriSeD OF:

  15, 000 WOrKerS OUtSiDe Creative enterpriSeS
  21, 140 WOrKerS in Creative enterpriSeS

 E $33.75 average Wage
 E 2.89 lOCatiOn QUOtient

Overall, Washington, DC has more 

than 36,000 jobs in 39 creative 

occupations in both creative and  

non-creative industries.

camera operators, and technicians). (See table 3.)

 While this occupational data is based on place of 

work, comparative data that looks at the occupations 

of residents based on the 2000 Census also provide 

evidence of a very deep talent pool in the city and the 

Washington MSa. a study by economist ann Markusen9 

of artistic concentration in the top 29 U.S. metro areas 

ranked the Washington, DC region fourth, trailing only 
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los angeles, new York, and San Francisco in terms of 

concentration of artistic talent. the study found that 

the region ranked particularly high in concentration of 

performing artists, authors, and architects.

EMPLOyMENT OPPOrTuNiTiES 

While there are plenty of “starving artists,” and the 

average wages of creative occupations such as actors, 

visual artists, and musicians remain relatively low, wages 

for jobs in creative occupations are actually higher than 

the overall average wage in Washington, DC ($33.73 per 

hour for creative occupations vs. $31.30 for DC overall10). 

in addition, while many creative occupations call for a 

bachelor’s degree or above, others require only on-the-job 

training or postsecondary vocational degrees—though, 

for the most part, the better paying jobs are those that 

require higher educational attainment. (See table 4.) 

TAbLE 4: Creative Occupations Not requiring bachelor’s Degree

OccuPatiOn educatiOnal reQuireMents

 l iBrarY teChniCian pOStSeCOnDarY vOCatiOnal

 aUDiO-viSUal COlleCtiOnS SpeCialiStS MODerate-terM On-the-JOB training

 CraFtS artiSt lOng-terM On-the-JOB training

 Fine artiSt lOng-terM On-the-JOB training

 FaShiOn DeSigner aSSOCiateS Degree

 interiOr DeSigner aSSOCiateS Degree

 MerChanDiSe DiSplaYer MODerate-terM On-the-JOB training

 aCtOr lOng-terM On-the-JOB training

 DanCer lOng-terM On-the-JOB training

 MUSiCian lOng-terM On-the-JOB training

 raDiO annOUnCer lOng-terM On-the-JOB training

 MeDia anD COMMUniCatiOnS WOrKer lOng-terM On-the-JOB training

 aUDiO anD viDeO eQUipMent teChniCian lOng-terM On-the-JOB training

 BrOaDCaSt teChniCian aSSOCiateS Degree

 raDiO OperatOr MODerate-terM On-the-JOB training

 SOUnD engineering teChniCianS pOStSeCOnDarY vOCatiOnal

 CaMera OperatOrS MODerate-terM On-the-JOB training

Source:  eMSi  Occupational report

note: educational requirements are not specific to DC.

bEyOND ThE DirECT JObS

the high level of direct employment generated through 

creative enterprises in Washington provides the basis 

for continued substantial public sector attention and 

private sector investment. But the economic benefits of 

investments in Washington, DC’s creative economy go 

well beyond the number of direct jobs. (See Figure 3.)

Attracting visitors

the city’s creative industries are a key part of the tourism 

“product” of Washington, DC. the economic analysis 

of the creative sector has considered only the direct 

employment associated with creative workers and 

creative enterprises. But the creative talent in the city and 

its creative enterprises also add to the competitiveness of 
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other sectors of the Washington, DC economy. the most 

obvious example is the city’s hospitality industry, which 

caters to tourists and other leisure travelers, business 

travelers, and convention attendees. the most recent 

report on Washington, DC’s travel and tourism industry 

found that 16.6 million visitors came to the city in 2008, 

spending $5.6 billion and generating $618 million in 

local tax revenue.11 While many visitors still focus their 

attentions “on the Mall,” DC’s arts and cultural offerings, 

from theaters and music to galleries and neighborhood 

restaurants, offer another compelling draw and are 

clearly part of the tourism product marketed by the 

District. another study by the advocacy organization 

americans for the arts found that in 2005 over 5 million 

visitors from outside the Washington MSa attended an 

arts and cultural event in the region, spending a total of 

$431 million.12 

ATTrACTiNG TALENT 

as the national and global labor markets continue to shift, 

the economic competitiveness of a city is increasingly 

related to its ability to attract highly educated individuals. 

a growing number of these “knowledge workers” make 

decisions about where to live based on their values, 

desired amenities, and community sensibilities, and 

then look for work in their location of choice. For that 

very reason, companies that depend on an educated 

and talented labor pool increasingly choose those same 

locations. 

 in its report, The Young and Restless in a Knowledge 

Economy, CeOs for Cities noted, “it is difficult to overstate 

the impact that the college-educated 25 to 34 year-olds 

we call the Young and restless will have on a city’s future 

prosperity. they are well-educated, adaptable, mobile and 

relatively inexpensive, comprising an important part of the 

so-called creative class. With rising demand for their skills 

and with competition for them now on a global scale, 

cities must be magnets for these highly-coveted workers 

or they will fail, because in the knowledge economy, it 

is the creativity and talent inherent in a city’s workforce 

that will shape its economic opportunities”13 economic 

development experts recognize the increased attention to 

amenities, or quality of place, by this mobile cohort and, 

therefore, have been more willing to invest in arts and 

culture as part of the attraction package. 

 Washington’s diverse, vibrant, and growing creative 

sector adds powerfully to its locational appeal to these 

high-value workers. While specific data that ties the 

locational decisions of the city’s residents to its creative 

assets are not available, interviews and focus groups 

figure 3: beyond the Direct Jobs—The broader Economic benefits of the Creative Economy

generate JOBS

attraCt talentattraCt viSitOrS

inSpire YOUth
Strengthen

neighBOrhOODS

aCCelerate 

innOvatiOn

Creative eCOnOMY
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revealed the growing appeal of DC as a location of choice 

for highly educated and creative individuals. the word is 

out that the District has an economy beyond the federal 

government and now has a growing arts scene. in July 

2009, United van lines reported that Washington, DC was 

the nation’s most popular migration destination.14 the new 

administration and the interest generated in Washington, 

DC resulting from this change is clearly part of the reason. 

But, the District is also becoming a location of choice for 

college graduates looking for a vibrant urban experience. 

Further strengthening the creative sector in the city and 

region would reinforce a virtuous cycle in this regard. 

rEviTALiziNG NEiGhbOrhOODS

globally, there is growing evidence of the vital role that 

arts and culture can play in helping to revitalize urban 

centers and city neighborhoods. in fact, many cities have 

aggressively sought to attract artists as a catalyst to 

revitalizing urban neighborhoods.

 a walk through Washington’s neighborhoods 

shows how powerfully the arts can influence quality 

of life. From the revitalization of the 14th and U street 

corridor, to Downtown DC where a burgeoning theater 

district with seven different performing arts venues 

have created a vibrant retail and housing market, to 

the emerging activity on h Street, home to the atlas 

performing arts Center and h Street playhouse as well 

as new music and arts venues, Washington’s artists 

and cultural assets have played a significant role in 

strengthening the city as a place to live, work, learn, and 

shop. retailers throughout the city also recognize that 

culinary arts, art galleries, and performing arts venues 

are important assets in helping to increase economic 

activity and revenues in the city’s key shopping districts. 

the challenge here is to recognize that the forces 

created through arts and cultural activities are actually 

so strong that parallel efforts must be made to ensure 

that low-income neighborhood residents also benefit 

from the resulting economic changes.

iNSPiriNG ThE CiTy’S yOuTh

there is a considerable body of research on the role of 

the arts in student achievement. a 2002 research study, 

Critical Links, summarized a wide range of studies on the 

connection between the arts and academic achievement 

and social development. this research provided 

evidence that the arts had a positive impact on student 

achievement in terms of academic skills, general thinking 

skills, social skills, and motivation to learn.15 

 evidence of the role of the creative sector in inspiring 

youth in the District, however, is largely anecdotal. Within 

the District, youth engage with the arts through their 

schools and through specialized after-school and summer 

programs. the DC arts and humanities education 

Collaborative makes critical connections between the 

District’s diverse cultural institutions and its schools, 

providing programming for more than 200,000 DC 

students since 1988. according to an evaluation of the 

Collaborative’s pilot School program, teachers involved 

reported that “students improved their learning in various 

Washington’s artists and cultural 

assets have played a significant role 

in strengthening the city as a place to 

live, work, learn, and shop.
MariSa gaither FlOWerS, green DOOr aDviSOrS, llC, 2009
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academic subjects, had improved retention, expressible 

skills, self-confidence, and better relationships with  

other students.”16 

 a visit to the city’s Duke ellington high School, the 

Multi-Media training institute, or the classes offered at 

the national Building Museum shows the benefits that 

creative activity can yield for young people. according to 

the Duke ellington high School, while the demographic 

characteristics of the students entering the school are 

representative of the District, about 99 percent of its 

students graduate from high school and 95 percent go 

on to postsecondary education, and the school has the 

lowest truancy rate in the city. arts participation in the 

classroom, after school, and over the summer has not only 

provided thousands of young people in the District with 

pathways to creative careers, but, just as important, has 

also inspired students to stay in school and become more 

deeply committed to learning.

ACCELErATiNG iNNOvATiON AND  
ENTrEPrENEuriAL DEvELOPMENT

the considerable creative and design talent in Washington 

has also helped to promote innovation throughout 

the city’s economy. the city’s architects and interior 

designers have enhanced the character of hotels and retail 

establishments in the region, and the significant creative 

talent in the city has become an important element in 

supporting technology companies. For example, the city’s 

many design studios help their clients to build an internet 

presence and utilize new social networking tools in order 

to increase their markets. One need only look at the 

portfolio of launchBox Digital, a DC-based early-stage 

investment firm, to understand the entrepreneurial power 

of the creative sector and the critical role that creative 

talent is playing in the technology companies that are 

growing in the District. Many of these start-up companies 

are involved in media, design, and communications, all key 

industries in the creative economy. 
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segment Profiles

MuseuMs and Heritage
E tOtal JOBS DC 2007 10,454
E  perCentage OF grOWth 2002-2007 10%
E  lOCatiOn QUOtient 2.3
E  perCentage OF tOtal Creative JOBS 14%
E  average Wage $68,767

the creative economy in the District of Columbia can be 

broken into six distinct segments:

  MuSEuMS AND hEriTAGE

  buiLDiNG ArTS

  CuLiNAry ArTS

  PErfOrMiNG ArTS

  MEDiA AND COMMuNiCATiONS

  viSuAL ArTS AND CrAfTS/DESiGNEr PrODuCTS

this section provides a description of each segment, a 

discussion of the most common occupations, and the 

District’s training and education resources, and challenges 

and opportunities.

MuSEuMS AND hEriTAGE

in 2007, Washington could boast of having the top 

three entries (the Smithsonian natural history and air 

and Space Museums, and the national gallery of art) in 

Forbes traveler’s ranking of the 25 most visited museums 

in the U.S. three other DC museums also made the list. 

But while visitors clearly are aware of the Smithsonian 

and other sites on the national Mall, many of the city’s 

museums, as well as its extensive historic resources, public 

monuments, african-american cultural sites, and historic 

neighborhoods, are unfamiliar to tourists. in total, there 

are approximately 90 museums in the city and over 96 

sites listed on the historic register. 

 Museums and heritage resources are the District’s 

biggest draw in attracting tourists and convention-goers 

and their operations have a significant impact on the 

city’s economic health: the millions of visitors who come 

to DC contribute over $5.5 billion to the city’s economy, 

including $620 million in tax revenues for the District of 

Columbia. additionally, enterprises in this segment of the 

creative sector directly employ 10,454 individuals.17 

 another measure of the economic importance of 

museums and heritage sites is their own spending, 

amounting to well over $750 million annually.18 these 

expenditures represent an additional economic 

impact, with much of it used to procure goods and 

services in the Washington area. For example, many 

of the museums outsource food services and security, 

providing hundreds of additional jobs beyond those 

on the payroll. the District also is home to a number 

of specialized businesses that serve the needs of the 

museum sector, including companies that specialize in art 

storage, transportation, art handling, exhibit design, and 

conservation and preservation. 

 Museums, libraries, and archives offer a wide range 

of occupations, from low-skilled, entry-level jobs, such 

as attendant, to positions that require ph.D.s. the area 

has a significantly higher concentration of highly-skilled 

technical occupations than is present in the country as 

a whole with archivists, museum technicians, exhibit 

designers, and librarians especially prevalent. given 

the significant level of conservation and preservation 

activities at the Smithsonian, library of Congress (through 

its american Folklife Center), and the national archives, 

there is an extremely high concentration of skilled 

conservation and preservation professionals.

 in terms of a talent pipeline, Washington has a number 

of specialized training programs for individuals interested 
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Many visitors remain within the main 

tourist areas and do not experience the 

variety of cultural destinations located in 

neighborhoods.

in jobs in this segment. One of the most unusual and 

vital resources in this respect is the Museum Studies 

Department of the Duke ellington School of the arts, 

which may be the only high school program in museum 

studies in the U.S. With top-notch art history programs 

offered by colleges and universities in the area, as well 

as degree programs related to museum and heritage 

specialties, education and training options in the museum 

field are plentiful. Fewer in number are programs that 

train and place workers to fill some of the less skilled 

positions in the museums and heritage segment. 

Challenges and Opportunities 

ThE MuSEuMS AND hEriTAGE SiTES LOCATED “Off 

ThE MALL” ArE NOT AS viSibLE AND WELL KNOWN AS 

ThE PriMAry TOuriSM-rELATED ATTrACTiONS. Many 

visitors remain within the main tourist areas and do not 

experience the variety of cultural destinations located in 

neighborhoods. there is only one citywide visitor center19; 

hotel concierges do not have extensive information 

available about the museums outside of the major 

attractions; and a perception lingers that going beyond 

the main tourist areas might be unsafe. 

ThE MuSEuMS iN ThE DiSTriCT DO NOT hAvE A STrONG 

NETWOrK Or COLLAbOrATivE ENvirONMENT. While 

cooperation among the museums and between the 

museums and other cultural institutions is not unknown, 

the level of collaboration is not as strong as it could 

be. the absence of a strong convening and advocacy 

presence within the segment has entailed missed 

opportunities in terms of market development, education, 

shared facilities, and other potential cost savings. a 

related issue—and a possible explanation for the lack of a 

strong and clear “voice” for the segment—is that the non-

Smithsonian museums and historic sites suffer to some 

degree from competition with the Smithsonian, which 

is free to the public. a collaborative marketing initiative 

among the museums and historic sites could add needed 

scale to current audience development efforts. 

ThErE ArE fEW COLLAbOrATivE WOrKfOrCE 

DEvELOPMENT PArTNErShiPS ThAT PrOviDE TrAiNiNG 

fOr MuSEuM WOrKErS. While a number of jobs in the 

museum sector require advanced degrees, many jobs 

involve more technical skills or customer service-related 

skills and could provide entry-level employment for 

disadvantaged Washingtonians. a workforce program that 

offered a pipeline into the industry along with general 

customer service training could provide the museum 

sector with a higher quality workforce and residents of 

the city with access to career pathways in the museums.

ATTrACTiNG NEW PrivATE AND SPECiALizED NONPrOfiT 

MuSEuMS iS AN ArEA Of POTENTiAL OPPOrTuNiTy. 

in the last five years, Washington has “attracted” three 

new for-profit museums (the Spy Museum, the national 

Museum of Crime and punishment, and the Wax Museum) 

as well as two nonprofit museums (the newseum and the 

Marian Koshland Science Museum). there are currently 

a number of additional museums in the planning phase. 

the city could consider promoting further development 
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Building arts
E tOtal JOBS DC 2007 7,566
E  perCentage OF grOWth 2002-2007 27%
E  lOCatiOn QUOtient 3.4
E  perCentage OF tOtal Creative JOBS 10%
E  average Wage $80,690

of museums and target other for-profit museums that are 

closer to “entertainment.” 

buiLDiNG ArTS

the building arts segment includes architecture, interior 

design, and landscape architecture. the District is a 

unique location for the building arts because of the 

diversity of market opportunities it offers. these include 

the design and construction needs of the federal 

government, cultural institutions, nonprofit membership 

organizations, foreign governments and international 

agencies, and corporate and residential customers. the 

segment employed a total of 7,566 workers in 2007, 

showing a significantly higher concentration than in 

the nation as a whole. the architectural sub-sector 

is particularly large in relative terms, with a location 

quotient of 4.65 compared to the nation. 

 the District is home to offices of some the nation’s 

largest architecture and interior design firms as well as 

large, locally-based companies. While the majority of the 

workers are employed in architecture, interior design and 

landscape architecture are critical components within 

the segment as well: the top 15 architectural firms in the 

District also offer interior design services. 

 in addition to firms doing work in the segment, 

the District is also a center for education, professional 

development, and policy advocacy in the building arts. 

the industry’s leading professional organizations are 

headquartered here, including the american institute of 

architects, the american Society of landscape architects, 

and the american Society of interior Designers. the 

national Building Museum is among the nation’s premier 

venues for exploration of the built environment. 

 the Washington Design Center is another important 

resource for the interior design industry. One of 16 such 

facilities in the nation, the Design Center’s showroom 

gives interior designers, primarily serving the residential 

market, convenient access to producers and distributors 

of high-fashion interior furnishings in a single location. 

 Building arts employment in the District tends to 

be concentrated in professional occupations such as 

architects, architectural drafters, landscape architects, 

and interior designers. Computer specialists, graphic 

designers, and professional writers and editors are also 

employed, but in much smaller numbers. 

 District employers report little difficulty hiring 

professional employees. Washington is viewed as an 

attractive location for professionals in the building arts 

because of the large concentration of employers, the 

strength of the real estate development market, the 

region’s reputation (borne out in the current downturn) 

as relatively recession-proof, and the considerable 

recreational, cultural, and entertainment amenities that 

draw creative talent. even so, some employers note that 

the District is considered a “second tier” location in the 

building arts relative to cities such as new York, Boston, 

and San Francisco that are better known as centers for 

architecture and design. 

 a number of higher education institutions in the 

area supply the building arts industries with creative 

talent: Catholic University, the University of the District 

of Columbia, howard University, and the University of 

Maryland all offer Bachelor’s of Science in architecture 

degrees. Several of these schools also feature graduate 

programs in architecture, and other institutions in the area 

offer undergraduate and graduate degrees in both interior 

design and landscape architecture. 

 at the secondary school level, phelps architecture, 

Construction, and engineering high School is a specialty 

public high school in Washington that focuses on 

preparing students for careers in those three fields. 
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program areas in the architecture track include 

architecture, interior design, and landscape design. 

Students who graduate from phelps earn a high school 

diploma as well as an industry-recognized certificate of 

completion for their career focus area. another learning 

opportunity for high school students in this field is the 

University of Maryland’s Discovering architecture summer 

workshop, which confers college credit. 

Challenges and Opportunities 

MANy iNDuSTry LEADErS viEW WAShiNGTON AS A SEC-

OND-TiEr LOCATiON fOr ArChiTECTurE AND iNTEriOr 

DESiGN. Many firms report that they recruit much of their 

top talent from other cities and educational institutions. 

the District’s conservative image, due in large part to the 

influence of the federal government’s presence, lessens its 

appeal for young architecture and design talent seeking 

an edgier lifestyle and work environment. 

OffiCE SPACE iN vAriOuS DiSTriCT NEiGhbOrhOODS, 

WhErE MANy buiLDiNG ArTS firMS WOuLD PrEfEr TO 

LOCATE, iS LiMiTED. Firms locating in the District typically 

pay a significant premium for space relative to suburban 

locations. also, commercial space in georgetown, a 

preferred location for architecture firms, is scarce and 

relatively expensive. 

ThE rEGuLATOry frAMEWOrK AND PrOCESS OfTEN 

LiMiT ThE rEGiON’S APPEAL TO CuTTiNG-EDGE DESiGN 

firMS. architects report that lengthy building permitting 

and inspection processes can add significantly to the cost 

of development projects. this image is exacerbated by the 

federal government, which is perceived as conservative 

and traditional in its architectural design standards, 

limiting the appeal of the region as a whole for cutting-

edge design firms and workers. 

SMALLEr firMS OfTEN LACK ThE ASSiSTANCE ThEy NEED 

TO GrOW AND ExPAND. Small and mid-size local firms 

have difficulty both securing contracts and navigating the 

numerous bureaucratic hurdles of the vendor certification 

process. providing them help on both fronts could 

facilitate firms’ growth, expanding job opportunities for 

District residents.

ThE GrOWiNG iNTErEST iN GrEEN buiLDiNG iS LiKELy TO 

PrOviDE NEW MArKET OPPOrTuNiTiES iN ThE buiLDiNG 

ArTS. the federal government’s increased interest 

in green building design combined with the District 

government’s new policies and regulations on green 

building and development should provide architectural 

and interior design firms with new outlets for their work. 

the same is true for international markets. With the 

District’s unique position as a venue for foreign missions 

and international institutions, individual firms and industry 

groups could step up their efforts to market architectural 

and design services internationally. 

CuLiNAry ArTS

the culinary arts segment includes activities and 

enterprises in which the creative element of food 

production is the key component of its value to 

customers, such as locally-headquartered specialty food 

stores, full-service restaurants, food establishments, and 

caterers. there are approximately 18,000 jobs in this 

segment of the creative economy. While there are some 

highly creative, highly-skilled jobs in this segment, much 

of the employment is in lower-skilled positions. as a 

result, while this segment accounts for about 24 percent 

of the jobs in the creative sector, it only accounts for 9 

percent of the total creative sector wages.

 Several defining characteristics make the culinary arts 

industry a key component of the city’s creative economy: 

its international and ethnic influences, its appeal to up-

and-coming chefs, and a burgeoning catering industry 

serving the many public and private functions of 

government actors and city residents alike. 

 according to some restaurant critics, the District’s 

international connections and population have turned 
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culinary arts
E tOtal JOBS DC 2007 18,125
E  perCentage OF grOWth 2002-2007 25%
E  lOCatiOn QUOtient 1.1 

E perCentage OF tOtal Creative JOBS 24%
E  average Wage $25,849

what was once known as a “steakhouse town” into one 

of the most diverse restaurant landscapes in the country. 

the District’s neighborhoods feature restaurants that 

specialize in cuisines from around the world. in addition 

to the international element, many local restaurants are 

steeped in the culinary traditions connected to southern 

cuisine and african-american culture, literature, and 

heritage. Finally, a cadre of new chefs has brought a 

burst of energy, visibility, and variety to high-end cuisine 

in the District, furnishing the field with a more distinctive 

image while raising standards for Washington’s 

restaurant-going public. 

 in addition to the restaurants in the District, dozens 

of caterers have emerged in the last ten years to meet 

the considerable demand from the embassies, cultural 

institutions, and national political organizations in and 

around the District. these caterers cover the ethnic and 

cultural landscape and provide employment for hundreds 

of city residents. there has also been considerable growth 

in small specialty food producers, with an emphasis on 

local farm products. 

 although the short-term outlook for culinary arts in 

Washington is somewhat tempered by the economic 

recession, the industry remains in a strong position. even 

in an economic downturn, restaurant owners and chefs 

continue to open new establishments, several of which 

employ between 200 and 300 people. new restaurants 

are helping revive some District neighborhoods that had 

been in decline, such as Columbia heights, Brightwood, U 

Street, the Benning neighborhood, and h Street. 

Occupations in the culinary arts industry range from 

highly-skilled chefs, frontline supervisors, business and 

administrative staff, event and banquet planners, and 

salespeople and marketers to lower-skilled waiters, 

food preparers and handlers, hosts and hostesses, 

and dishwashers. the local network of education and 

workforce institutions, while not extensive, makes an 

important contribution to the industry. Within the DC 

public schools are several culinary training programs, 

including the hospitality high School of DC and the 

Chavez School. roosevelt high School has partnered with 

the restaurant association of Metropolitan Washington’s 

education Foundation on a culinary arts program. 

 Culinary training programs are more prevalent 

in postsecondary and higher education. One of the 

strongest training programs in the city is the Job training 

program at DC Central Kitchen, which offers training in 

self-affirmation and soft skills development along with 

food preparation and job readiness and placement. in 

addition, the art institute of Washington boasts a strong 

culinary arts training program, Stratford University has a 

School of Culinary arts, and northern virginia Community 

College has an apprenticeship program with the nation’s 

Capital Chefs association. l’academie de Cuisine in 

nearby gaithersburg, Maryland, is one of the best-known 

programs of its kind, providing professional accredited 

training as well as instruction for area residents who 

simply want to improve their cooking skills. 

Challenges and Opportunities

ThE ECONOMiC CriSiS COuLD hAvE A SEriOuS iMPACT 

ON ThE CuLiNAry iNDuSTry. as one business manager 

lamented, “the dining-out budget is the first to go.” in 

vinCent gallegOS / vgDa DeSign



36   t   C r e at i v e  C a p i ta l :  t h e  C r e at i v e  D C  ag e n Da

addition, as corporations and businesses find themselves 

in economic difficulties, catering budgets may suffer.

ThE ExiSTiNG CuLiNAry ArTS TrAiNiNG PrOGrAMS iN 

ThE CiTy DO NOT MEET ThE DEMAND Of ThE EMPLOyErS 

iN ThE iNDuSTry. the relationship between the schools 

and the industry could be stronger, as employers have 

some concerns that training programs are not teaching 

the right skills on the right equipment. also, the lack of a 

community college culinary arts training program in the 

District creates difficulty for residents seeking affordable 

quality training. 

SOME SMALL SPECiALTy fOOD PrODuCErS hAvE 

iNDiCATED DiffiCuLTy iN fiNDiNG AffOrDAbLE AND 

ACCESSibLE KiTChEN PrEPArATiON AND PrOCESSiNG 

fACiLiTiES. if producers had access to affordable facilities 

with space for manufacturing, storage, and distribution, 

they could increase production and revenue. 

rESTAurANTS COuLD CONTiNuE TO PLAy A KEy rOLE 

iN rEviTALiziNG NEiGhbOrhOODS. the entrepreneurial 

energy of young enterprising chefs and restaurant owners 

already has helped turn around a number of District 

neighborhoods in transition. effective policies to support 

restaurants in similar communities could help secure 

further gains in this regard.

rESTAurANTS COuLD hELP PrOMOTE OThEr CrEATivE 

SECTOrS. a number of restaurants in the District exhibit 

the work of local artists and some of the owners are eager 

for stronger connections with the arts community. Cultural 

planners and marketing personnel should include these 

restaurants in gallery walks as well as look for other ways 

to strengthen connections between restaurants and the 

arts. the trend in restaurant-neighborhood revitalization 

could become even stronger if the restaurants joined in 

formal partnerships with artists and arts organizations. 

ThE OPENiNG Of SO MANy NEW rESTAurANTS iN ThE 

DiSTriCT PrESENTS JOb AND CArEEr OPPOrTuNiTiES 

fOr JObSEEKErS WiTh MODErATE SKiLL PrEPArATiON. 

With the proper training and skill development, as well as 

employment services matching jobseekers to openings, 

jobs and careers in culinary arts could be attractive 

employment opportunities.

PErfOrMiNG ArTS

the performing arts industry in the District, which 

includes theater, dance, music, and spoken word, has 

blossomed over the last decade with new theaters putting 

on cutting-edge plays, dance companies that have grown 

in number and begun to gather critical acclaim, and an 

eclectic mix of musical styles and genres. the industry is 

dominated by nonprofit organizations: approximately 113 

such organizations in the District generate total income of 

about $315 million and have assets, including performance 

space, worth approximately $636 million. Collectively, 

these performing arts organizations spend about $268 

million a year to operate, a significant portion of which is 

spent in the city.20 

 total performing arts employment in 2007 was about 

5,000 jobs. theater is the largest single subcategory 

in terms of employment, followed by dance and music. 

roughly 1,000 theater jobs were government-supported 

(including those in city- and federally-managed venues), 

and another 1,400 people were self-employed (typically 

actors, musicians, directors, and promoters). the 

industry’s largest employers include the Kennedy Center, 

arena Stage, Shakespeare theater, Washington national 

Opera, Washington Ballet, and Studio theater. 

 in terms of theater, the emergence of so many new 

playwrights has begun to dislodge the long-established 

view of DC as a somewhat staid and conservative theater 

town, as has the development of a handful of new venues 

and the influx of a more demanding and appreciative 
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PerfOrMing arts
E tOtal JOBS DC 2007 4,959
E  perCentage OF grOWth 2002-2007 5%
E  lOCatiOn QUOtient 1.7
E  perCentage OF tOtal Creative JOBS 7%
E  average Wage $34,795

audience. this new growth and sophistication has 

helped catapult the District into the top tier of theater 

cities in the U.S. in fact, according to statistics from the 

helen hayes awards, in 2008 there were 8,723 theater 

performances in Washington seen by a total of 1,997,000 

audience members.21 With an increase of 14 percent in 

the number of performances in the Washington area 

between 2006 and 2008, the helen hayes awards 

cites Washington as the second most prolific theater 

community in the country.22

 DC dance companies are among some of the most 

noted in the U.S. Many reflect the cultures of africa, 

South america, asia, and the Caribbean, while others 

draw inspiration from the spirit and culture of the city’s 

african-american neighborhoods. On any given night, 

the range of performances might include ballet, hip-hop, 

jazz, modern/contemporary, tap, african, latin, hand, 

tango, flamenco, salsa, Middle eastern, folk, afro-Cuban, 

and afro-Brazilian. the dance community enjoys financial 

support from a number of different resources and 

organizations. 

 Over the past century, the District has spawned 

musical legends in genres from jazz (Duke ellington, 

Jelly roll Morton) and blues (Bo Diddley) to soul (Marvin 

gaye), folk (tim Buckley), and punk (Fugazi), among 

many others. the music scene is perhaps best known 

today for originating the genre of go-go, a mix of funk, 

rap, and heavy percussion that got its start in the 1970s 

and continues to be played in clubs throughout the city. 

 a number of key organizations provide financial, 

organizational, and various kinds of technical support 

to the performing arts industry. these include the 

Kennedy Center through its hosting of performances and 

educational programs; the Washington performing arts 

Society; the Flow Foundation’s substantial networking 

function for many forms of music; the helen hayes 

awards for theater; and Dance Metro DC, an affiliate 

of Dance/USa, an important marketing and advocacy 

organization for dance in the District. 

 Major occupations in the industry include a variety of 

low-, medium-, and highly-skilled professions—musicians, 

ushers, lobby attendants, ticket takers, actors, dancers, 

make-up artists, agents, producers and directors, office 

clerks, sound and lighting engineers, set designers, and 

stage managers. 

 in the DC public schools, the Duke ellington School of 

the arts stands out as an educational and career training 

institution. it provides intensive pre-professional training 

in dance, theater, instrumental music, vocal music, and 

technical theater for students in 9th through 12th grades. 

in addition to the ellington School, several charter schools 

at both the primary and secondary levels focus on the 

performing arts. Outside of the K-12 public school system, 

specialized educational programs and organizations play 

a vital role, including apprenticeship programs at major 

theater companies and specialized programs in dance and 

music at private and nonprofit entities such as the Karol 

academy of Ballet and the levine School of Music. 

 the city’s higher educational institutions offer 

significant resources related to the performing arts. a 

number of local universities confer advanced degrees 

in music and theater, and the national Conservatory of 
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Dramatic arts and the Studio theatre Conservatory offer 

specialized programs. in addition to the education and 

credentialing they provide, the region’s higher education 

institutions also feature specialized performing groups 

like the Black theatre ensemble at georgetown, centers 

like the Shakespeare globe Center research archive at 

the University of Maryland, and a host of festivals and 

performances that includes faculty and students.

Challenges and Opportunities

iN SPiTE Of ThE GrOWTh AND EMErGiNG 

SOPhiSTiCATiON Of ThE PErfOrMiNG ArTS iN DC, ThE 

CiTy STiLL LACKS ThE iMAGE Of A TOP-TiEr LOCATiON. 

the tendency remains within national performing arts 

organizations and enterprises to seek talent outside of DC 

for major productions—an indication that local talent is 

underappreciated.

ThE NETWOrKiNG SySTEM iN PErfOrMiNG ArTS iS WEAK 

AND DiviDED by GENrE. no overall coordinating entity 

exists to elevate this segment, organize it, and take better 

advantage of the assets. the absence of communication 

and coordination has made it more difficult to build a 

large and consistently supportive audience. For instance, 

efforts to create a regional performing arts calendar have 

been hampered by a lack of participation from some of 

the major institutional actors.

LiNKAGES bETWEEN ThE hiGhEr EDuCATiON 

iNSTiTuTiONS AND NONPrOfiT PErfOrMiNG ArTS 

OrGANizATiONS COuLD bE STrONGEr. as noted above, 

considerable higher education resources and programs 

exist to support performing arts in Washington, DC, but 

relationships between the universities and the performing 

arts organizations too often are strained or nonexistent. 

WhiLE ThE CiTy hAS SiGNifiCANT CAPACiTy iN TErMS 

Of vENuES, GrOWTh iS CONSTrAiNED by SPECiALizED 

SPACE NEEDS SuCh AS TEMPOrAry hOuSiNG fOr 

viSiTiNG ArTiSTS, rEhEArSAL SPACE, AND STOrAGE 

SPACE. guest dancers and actors who come to DC for 

extended performances face a serious challenge finding 

affordable housing, as do interns working on a temporary 

basis with performing arts companies. Many companies 

also report difficulties finding sufficient space for storage. 

MEDiA AND COMMuNiCATiONS

Media and communications is by far the largest 

component of the District’s creative economy, 

representing close to half of all creative employment. 

More than any other segment, the scale of the media 

sector is directly related to Washington, DC’s unique 

position as the nation’s capital; numerous media 

organizations operate in the city solely to chronicle 

and analyze the actions of federal government. the 

federal government itself also consumes media services 

such as graphic and website design in order to better 

communicate with the public. the distinct components of 

the segment include publishing, video, film, internet, and 

broadcasting, as well as communication arts. 

 publishing is the single largest component of this 

segment, accounting for more than a third of all media 

employment. the industry includes publishers of 

newspapers, periodicals, books, and software, as well 

as news syndicates and other information services. 

newspapers and periodicals dominate DC publishing. the 

Washington Post is the sixth largest newspaper in the 

nation in terms of circulation. a unique characteristic of 

DC is the large number of satellite operations from around 

the country based in the city to cover national politics: 262 

newspapers are represented by corporate bureaus and an 

additional 32 newspapers, representing 23 different states, 

have their own bureaus in the District.23 news syndicates 

also locate in Washington to cover the events of the 

Capitol for national and international audiences. in fact, 

Washington-based news syndicates account for 13 percent 

of total employment at news syndicates nationally.

 Washington is also home to the publishers of 

magazines that rank at or near the top of their industry 
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Media and cOMMunicatiOns
E tOtal JOBS DC 2007 32,132
E  perCentage OF grOWth 2002-2007 -2%
E  lOCatiOn QUOtient 2.2
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in terms of circulation, such as National Geographic, 

as well as the house publications of trade associations 

based in the city or region from the american association 

of retired persons to the national trust for historic 

preservation. Other organizations outsource publishing 

functions to turnkey operations such as the Magazine 

group, an 80-person publisher headquartered in 

Washington that produces custom magazines and digital 

media for more than 70 corporations, associations, and 

nonprofits. employment at all periodical publishers in the 

District is more than six times the national average. 

 the District also has a very large concentration of jobs 

in film, multimedia, radio and tv broadcasting, computer 

game design, and internet publishing. While relatively 

small in terms of the number of jobs, the local film 

industry is growing in terms of recognition and respect. 

an emerging local specialization in documentaries is 

spotlighted at SilverDOCS, an international documentary 

film festival held annually in nearby Silver Spring, 

Maryland. DC is arguably becoming the non-fiction 

media center of the country, with a significant number of 

production companies and nonprofits that support film 

and video production. 

 the District also has an unusually high concentration 

of employment related to radio and tv broadcasting, 

with a mix of organizations serving the regional 

market—the ninth-largest for television and radio in the 

United States—as well as those that reach national and 

international markets. in total, 32 radio stations and 13 

television stations serve the area, in addition to the sizable 

presence that virtually every major broadcast and cable 

news network sustains in the District. national geographic 

Channel, Discovery, the travel Channel, and the public 

Broadcasting Service are all substantial employers within 

this component. Washington also boasts a major presence 

in radio broadcasting as home to the headquarters of 

national public radio, voice of america, and, until a 

recent merger, xM Satellite radio. these enterprises 

have resulted in a concentration of employment in radio 

broadcasting five times the national average.

 While america Online is no longer headquartered 

in the region, internet broadcasting and media still 

constitutes a significant and growing component of 

the city’s creative economy. virtually all periodical and 

newspaper publishers have established an online presence 

to complement their hard copy publications. perhaps the 

highest profile new media endeavor in american politics 

is politico, the website and print publication for political 

junkies founded before the 2008 elections by several 

former Washington Post reporters and editors. 

 given the concentration of government, media, and 

nonprofit associations in the region, it is not surprising 

that the District also boasts a strong concentration of 

commercial companies in the “communication arts,” 

including companies in advertising, public relations, media 

buying, and multimedia and graphic design. While most 

of the global firms that dominate advertising employment 

are headquartered outside of the District, they account for 

approximately 1,500 local jobs in that field. employment 

in public relations agencies, which utilize a wide range of 

creative talent to effectively communicate their clients’ 

messages, has a concentration in the District more than 

26 times the national average, accounting for over 6,500 
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Washington is also home to the 

publishers of magazines that rank 

at or near the top of their industry in 

terms of circulation, such as National 

Geographic, as well as the house 

publications of trade associations 

based in the city or region from the 

American Association of Retired 

Persons to the National Trust for 

Historic Preservation.

local jobs with global organizations as well as numerous 

smaller DC-based operations. 

 the media sector has a mix of highly specialized 

occupations such as editors, reporters, and directors, 

but also a significant number of back office and support 

positions. For instance, advertising sales agent is the 

largest occupation within the sector. although not 

specifically “creative” in scope, clerical workers, mail 

clerks, and customer service representatives are all 

among the top 15 occupations within the sector. the 

media segment also employs freelancers such as writers, 

broadcasters, and multimedia artists, whose creative 

talents add value to these enterprises. More than 900 

self-employed individuals work as subcontractors within 

communication industries. 

 numerous higher education programs in the District 

train people for a variety of positions within the media 

sector, including degrees in print and photojournalism and 

graphic design. educational institutions also play a role in 

continuing education for workers in the media field as well 

as helping career changers prepare for entry into media. 

in addition to their full-time offerings, many institutions 

offer part-time programs to attract working professionals, 

while other schools specifically cater to those seeking 

media-related skills development outside of a degree 

program. Youth programs have also targeted projects in 

media to offer training, to expose youth to some of the 

media opportunities available in the area, and to provide a 

creative outlet for youth and young adults. 

Challenges and Opportunities

DESPiTE DC’S LArGE AND DivErSE MEDiA SECTOr, ThE 

DiSTriCT hAS bEEN uNAbLE TO AvOiD JOb LOSSES. Many 

traditional media outlets have been cutting costs as 

their revenues have fallen. that cost cutting has included 

significant job cuts: from 2002 to 2007, DC’s media sector 

employment dropped by 2 percent. newspapers shed 

560 jobs, a 14 percent decline; motion picture and video 

employment decreased by 420 jobs, a 28 percent decline; 

and the periodical publishing industry cut 490 jobs, a 10 

percent decline. 

PriNT MEDiA iS LiKELy TO fACE CONTiNuED CuTbACKS. 

Many newspapers from around the country already have 

eliminated or consolidated bureaus outside their home 

city, and Washington is no exception. Bureaus are likely 

to see even more reductions as newspapers scale back 

operations. the District’s own Washington Post is not 

immune to the downturn, having already offered four 

rounds of buyouts since 2003, including two in the past 

year. the post is in the process of combining its internet 

and print newsrooms, which has also led to cutbacks.

AS MEDiA firMS fACE COST-CuTTiNG PrESSurE, SOME 

MAy CONSiDEr rELOCATiNG. While many prefer to be 

within the District, any staffing and operations that could 

be shifted to lower-cost locations may be vulnerable to 

transfer outside of the District. this is one manifestation 

of the larger problem of too little affordable space for 

creative sector enterprises in the DC real estate market. 
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AffOrDAbLE SPACE AND ACCESS TO fiNANCiNG ArE 

PArTiCuLAr ChALLENGES fOr fiLMMAKErS AND 

ENTErPriSES iN ThE NEW MEDiA iNDuSTry. While it 

is often difficult for filmmakers anywhere to access 

financing for their endeavors, filmmakers in the District 

have reported particular barriers in obtaining loans to 

finance their studio space and productions. in addition, 

many companies in this sector need very small spaces, 

with considerable technology infrastructure. With limited 

incubator space currently available in the District, this has 

presented a barrier to those in the industry who would 

like to stay in Washington, DC.

AS ThE iNTErNET TrANSfOrMS MEDiA, SEvErAL 

WAShiNGTON MEDiA COMPANiES hAvE bEEN AT ThE 

fOrEfrONT Of ThE ChANGE AND ArE SErviNG AS 

LEADErS iN iNTEGrATiNG MEDiA PLATfOrMS. Many 

journalists and staff require ongoing training to stay 

current in the use of new technology in journalism. 

Ongoing education in digital journalism and web design 

will be a continued need. 

SEvErAL fOrCES WiThiN ThE MEDiA SECTOr GLObALLy 

ArE MAKiNG iT EASiEr fOr ENTry iNTO ThE SECTOr 

AND iNCrEASiNG ENTrEPrENEuriAL OPPOrTuNiTiES 

AS WELL. the increase in online media activity combined 

with the social networking movement and the rise of 

“citizen media” through blogging has made it far easier 

for individuals to develop and share their own content. 

this represents an opportunity for Washington, DC-based 

entrepreneurs, though few as yet have found successful 

strategies to monetize their operations; even politico.com, 

a success story in this regard, owes its profitability to print 

edition sales as well as online advertising revenues.

DC’S fiLM iNDuSTry iS AN ArEA ThAT COuLD bE 

furThEr NurTurED. With the federal government, 

national associations, and major institutions such as 

the Smithsonian and national geographic, there is a 

critical concentration of both the market and the talent 

needed to further grow the documentary film industry in 

Washington, DC. 

viSuAL ArTS/CrAfTS  
AND DESiGNEr PrODuCTS

like other components of the DC creative economy, the 

visual arts segment has grown considerably over the 

last 10 to 15 years in both breadth and depth. artists 

in the District create a wide range of artwork, from 

designers who produce eclectically adorned handbags 

to painters who embrace the District’s own homegrown 

school of painting, the Washington Color School. the 

visual arts/crafts sector includes abstract and realist 

painters and watercolorists; illustrators; sculptors who 

work in clay, metal, glass, and wood; photographers; 

potters; jewelers; and designers for the fashion 

industry. as just one example, according to the greater 

Washington Fashion Chamber of Commerce, more than 

100 designers for the fashion industry live and work 

in DC, comprising an important component of this 

segment of the creative sector.

 While the strength of the city’s visual arts and crafts 

sector is apparent, it is somewhat difficult to demonstrate 

the full breadth of its impact through hard numbers, in 

large part because it is likely that official employment 

figures severely undercount the true numbers. to give 

one example, the combined workforce on the payrolls of 

private employers totals only 879 workers, while there are 

more than 1,200 self-employed individuals in the visual 

arts. published data include 51 establishments that classify 

themselves as art dealers. a database of art galleries 

in the city, however, counts 156 such establishments.24 

Similarly, the published count of self-employed artists 

is undoubtedly low. Data from the arts councils and 

participation in local design and crafts fairs suggest 

that DC is home to a far larger number of artists and 

artisans than the above data indicate. Many artists and 

craftspeople work at other jobs as a means of earning 

a living and, as a consequence, do not show up in these 

employment classifications.
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Visual arts
E tOtal JOBS DC 2007 2,116
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 art galleries are a fundamental part of the visual arts 

industry. Found throughout the city, they have become 

important exhibition spaces for artwork produced 

by young artists and more established artists alike. 

types of exhibition space in the city range from artists’ 

cooperatives, fine art galleries, and nonprofit galleries 

to arts displays hosted by larger institutions such as the 

universities and international organizations such as the 

embassies and the interamerican Development Bank; 

and, increasingly, the city’s clubs and restaurants. While 

there is no preeminent concentration of galleries in the 

District; there are some clusters, such as the 14th and U 

Street area and georgetown, as well as galleries sprinkled 

through Washington’s neighborhoods, with a few opening 

in recent years east of the anacostia river.

 Markets and fairs are also essential parts of the visual 

arts and crafts industry. every Saturday and Sunday, the 

eastern Market draws more than 12,000 visitors. the 

Crafty Bastards arts and Crafts Fair, as well as events 

like artomatic, provide important venues where local 

designers and craftspeople can show and sell their work. 

artists, designers, and craftspeople are also turning to 

the internet in growing numbers to get their products 

to market, using such sites as etsy.com. nearly 200 

individuals belong to the Capital region etsy Street team, 

a group that promotes networking among people who 

market their wares through the website.

 production space, found throughout the city, 

is another key element of the visual arts industry. 

examples of production space include Creative Clay 

pottery, Key Street Studios, Scenic artists, Union 

printmakers, 411 art associates, O Street Studios, and 

red Dirt Studios. there are a number of open studio 

events that showcase these facilities.

 the strong support infrastructure for the visual arts 

and crafts industry in DC includes organizations like the 

Washington project for the arts, the Cultural Development 

Corporation, and the Washington Sculptors group. Some 

neighborhoods also have groups that support local artists 

and craftspeople such as the Ward 7 Collaborative. 

 the most common occupations in the visual arts 

and crafts are, of course, artists—painters, sculptors, 

photographers, potters, glassmakers, fashion designers, 

and jewelers. in Washington as elsewhere, most artists, 

craftspeople, and designers are self-employed. 

an impressive educational and training infrastructure 

in and close to the city serves this segment of the 

creative sector. Within the DC public school system are 

a number of special schools and programs that focus 

on the visual arts. the Duke ellington School of the arts 

provides intensive pre-professional arts training, while 

charter schools like the academy for learning through 

the arts and the Children’s Studio School of the arts and 

humanities teach children from pre-school through sixth 

grade in a variety of different art forms.

 Outside of the K-12 system are other institutions 

and organizations that provide education and training 

in the visual arts. For example, the Millennium arts 

Center offers classes and training in sculpture, pottery, 

glassmaking, drawing, and photography; life pieces 

to Masterpieces teaches painting to african-american 
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children and men; DC painting Classes offers classes 

in various forms of painting; the Sitar arts Center has 

programs for kids, teens, and adults in fiber arts, pottery, 

landscape painting, illustration, and sculpture; and the 

Washington Studio School teaches painting, drawing, 

sculpture, and photography.

 Just outside the city are additional education and 

training programs. the Washington glass Studio, which 

was once located within the District, teaches the art 

of glassmaking; the art institute of Washington offers 

bachelor’s and associate’s degrees in photography and 

fashion; the Washington Sculpture School offers classes 

and programs in different forms of sculpture; and visarts 

Metropolitan Center for the visual arts has classes in 

the visual arts including drawing, ceramics, sculpture, 

photography, and glassmaking.

 the many colleges and universities in the area 

represent another significant source of education and 

training for individuals in the visual arts and crafts. Of most 

note is the Corcoran College of art + Design, which offers 

a BFa in Fine art and an associate’s Degree in Fine art 

and Fine art photography. Students at the Corcoran also 

can pursue certificate programs in drawing and painting, 

figurative studies, ceramics, jewelry, and printmaking. 

Other colleges and universities offering advanced degrees 

in the visual arts include american University, Catholic 

University, gallaudet University, the University of the 

District of Columbia, howard University, and george 

Washington University. georgetown University hospital 

has a program called Studio g, which is a multicultural 

artist-in-residence program founded in 1993. 

Challenges and Opportunities

ThE COST Of LiviNG iN WAShiNGTON, DC iS bEyOND 

ThE MEANS Of MANy ArTiSTS AND OrGANizATiONS. 

Washington, DC is one of the most expensive cities in 

the nation, and affordable living and production space is 

scarce. in many other cities, artists and arts organizations 

benefit from an abundant supply of older industrial space 

and vacant buildings once primarily associated with 

manufacturing or warehousing that has been converted 

into studios for arts production; for a variety of reasons, 

Washington, DC has relatively few such spaces. Without 

adequate and affordable space to live and work among 

their peers, artists may be forced to relocate to more 

affordable locations outside of the District. 

ThE fAShiON iNDuSTry hAS STruGGLED TO EArN 

rECOGNiTiON. the greatest challenge for the fashion 

industry has been to raise awareness of its presence 

and the significant contribution it makes to the District’s 

economy. the greater Washington Fashion Chamber of 

Commerce is conducting a census of designers in the 

city and hopes to organize a high-profile DC Fashion 

Week that will showcase local designers. additionally, 

the greater Washington Fashion Chamber of Commerce 

has received financial support from the city to enhance 

the competitive standing of the fashion design industry. 

among its efforts is the establishment of a fashion 

incubator that could support independent design shops 

and serve as an anchor for a Fashion District similar to 

those in cities such as new York and Chicago.

ThE MArKET fOr LOCAL ArT hAS POTENTiAL TO GrOW. 

Many of the artists interviewed for this project expressed 

frustration at the small numbers of art buyers interested 

in locally-produced work. While cities such as Miami 

and Chicago have collectors specializing in local artists, 

there does not appear to be the same level of interest in 

Washington, DC even though the high average incomes 

of households in the Washington region should support a 

much larger local market. 

ThE DiSTriCT’S iMMiGrANT POPuLATiON hAS rEMAiNED 

iSOLATED frOM ThE LArGEr viSuAL ArTS COMMuNiTy. 

the immigrant community in Washington is among 

the most vibrant in the country and a major source of 

innovative visual expression. according to local artists, 
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however, in many immigrant communities artists may 

not be selling to the community at large; instead, 

they are satisfied just trading among their friends 

and acquaintances. One reason is that many of these 

individuals have little experience in marketing and selling 

to a larger customer base. if these individuals were given 

the support and training to market their products more 

broadly, they could expand their sales. 



C r e at i v e  C a p i ta l :  t h e  C r e at i v e  D C  ag e n Da    t   45

summary of strategies and action agenda

The creative economy at its core 

relies on innovation; entrepreneurial 

initiatives from this sector in particular 

could lead to re-tooled organizations, 

collaborations, and businesses, and 

could help buffer the District from 

some of the economic forces impacting 

the overall economy.

the economic importance of the creative sector to the 

Washington, DC and regional economies is clear, as is 

the strength and depth of each of the segments within 

the creative sector. this alone would justify an increased 

focus on further supporting, organizing, and promoting 

this component of the District’s economy. the current 

economic environment, however, further bolsters the case 

for enhanced support. although the District has been 

able to weather the recession better than other regions, 

its residents continue to face economic challenges, and 

the issues that confront the city’s creative sector are of 

particular concern. however, the creative economy at 

its core relies on innovation; entrepreneurial initiatives 

from this sector in particular could lead to re-tooled 

organizations, collaborations, and businesses, and could 

help buffer the District from some of the economic forces 

impacting the overall economy. additional support and a 

more strategic approach to building the creative sector 

could offer new opportunities and inspiration for all 

residents of Washington, DC. 

 the Creative DC Action Agenda lays out six key goals, 

with accompanying findings, strategies, and action steps. 

these goals are:

CrEATivE SuPPOrT: enhancing the support system to take 

better advantage of the city’s deep creative assets.

CrEATivE MArKETS: promoting the District’s creative 

economy and increasing the market for creative 

products.

CrEATivE yOuTh: enabling youth to explore and 

capitalize upon their creative talents.

CrEATivE WOrK: providing new career opportunities for 

residents and an enhanced talent pool for creative 

businesses and organizations.

CrEATivE buSiNESS: promoting new enterprise 

development and small business growth amongst 

creative firms and entrepreneurs.

CrEATivE PLACES: developing a diversity of creative 

neighborhoods and spaces throughout the District.

Connecting and informing all of these goals is a set of 

principles that guides the Creative DC Action Agenda:

 PrOMOTE EquiTy AND OPPOrTuNiTy. Fundamentally, 

this action agenda is intended to increase economic 

opportunity throughout the District, particularly its 

more distressed neighborhoods. Further employment 

growth in creative enterprises could provide new 

job opportunities for the city’s unemployed and 

underemployed residents. 

 CONCENTrATE ON rELATiONShiP buiLDiNG. a 

common theme that emerged from all of the 

stakeholders was the need for, and deep interest in, 

building relationships that cut across disciplines and 

industries. there is a significant interest in greater 

collaboration, information-sharing, and strategic 
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partnerships, as well as a recognition that the 

District’s creative economy will be stronger and more 

economically viable if new relationships emerge from 

the Creative DC Action Agenda. 

 fOCuS ON SCALE. there is a wealth of programs and 

services in the District targeted to artists, creative 

enterprises, and youth. Many of these are small in 

size, however, and hampered by the lack of resources. 

through capacity building and collaboration, these 

efforts can achieve a higher level of scale and 

effectiveness. 

 CONNECT CiTy AND rEGiONAL ASSETS. virginia and 

Maryland have become destinations and locations for 

a significant amount of creative activity and enterprise. 

Washington, DC can enhance its creative economy 

through working with other communities in the region 

to jointly leverage creative assets. 

the following provides an overview of the key findings 

and challenges associated with each of these goals as 

well as a set of strategies and action steps to successfully 

achieve them. While there are a considerable number 

of action steps recommended, it is recognized that not 

all of these can be effectively implemented, particularly 

in a short timeframe. the chapter thus concludes with 

a set of immediate, priority actions to move the action 

agenda forward.

CrEATivE SuPPOrT

GOAL: Enhancing the support system to take better 

advantage of the city’s deep creative assets.

The Landscape 

the long-term economic viability of any creative 

economy depends on a strong support system. vital 

elements of that system include a stable funding stream 

to provide funding for the work of artists and cultural 

organizations; effective formal support institutions; 

extensive informal networking that brings together 

creative individuals, cultural organizations, and for-profit 

creative enterprises; and broad-based, visible leadership 

that can articulate a vision for and advocate on behalf of 

the creative economy.

funding 

arts and cultural institutions in the District have had 

access to a relatively broad set of public and private 

funding sources in the past three years. in fiscal year 

2009, the city budget included a total of nearly $39 

million for arts and cultural activities, with more than half 

of that money set aside through earmarks for special 

projects such as $10 million allocated to renovate Ford’s 

theatre. the majority of the remainder of these funds 

flowed directly through the DC Commission on the arts 

and humanities (DCCah) and the District’s Office of 

Motion picture and tv Development. in FY 2010, however, 

in the context of decreased revenue and fiscal projects, 

city officials made deep cuts to funding for special 

projects, and total arts funding fell below $20 million. 

(See table 5.) 

 DCCah re-grants much of its funding to nonprofit 

organizations and individual artists in the District. the 

Commission’s budget also includes support for capital 

projects such as the creation and installation of art 

projects in public places, facilities support for nonprofit 

arts organizations, and the art Bank program, which 

purchases local works of art that are placed in District 

government building offices and public corridors. 

 this overall city commitment to arts and culture is 

significant: the total DCCah allocation alone in previous 

years was larger than arts-related funding in most states, 

and only slightly below larger states such as Ohio and 

Massachusetts. On a per capita basis in 2007, just the 

direct arts funding through the DCCah by the District 

was 2.5 times greater than the next highest state. the 

unique governance structure of the District, however, 

almost necessitates this level of commitment: cultural 

organizations in other cities have access to both city and 

state cultural funding. For example, in FY 2010 the arts 
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TAbLE 5: Creative Economy-related City funding

 fy 08 fy 09 fy 10

SpeCial prOJeCtS  $16 ,900,000  $21 ,150,000  $6 ,400,000** 

OFFiCe OF MOtiOn piCtUre anD tv DevelOpMent  $890,580  $652,172  $635 ,850 

DC COMMiSSiOn On the artS anD hUManitieS  $10,591 ,000  $14 , 242,396  $8 ,942,763* 

DC COMMiSSOn On the artS anD hUManitieS:  

Capital prOJeCtS

 $1 ,650,000  $2,500,000  $3 ,585 ,000 

tOtal  $30,031 ,580  $38,544,568  $13,163,613 

Source: District of Columbia annual Operating Budgets and estimates based on current budget proposals.

*FY2010 DCCah Budget includes $1.575 million in funds transferred from the neighborhood investment Fund for  
7 nonprofit arts organizations.

**Some of the Special projects funding is through the Office of the Deputy Mayor for planning and economic Development  
 

budget for the state of Maryland was approximately $13.6 

million; the city of Baltimore both took a share of this 

money and allocated $6.6 million in its local budget for 

arts and cultural activities.25

 in addition to local funding, arts and cultural 

organizations in the District have access to a very unique 

source of federal funding. the national Capital arts and 

Cultural affairs (nCaCa) program, authorized by the U.S. 

Congress in 1985, was designed specifically to support arts 

and cultural institutions in Washington, DC. this program 

provides grants of up to $500,000 to organizations 

engaged primarily in performing, exhibiting, and/or 

presenting the arts that can document annual income 

in excess of $1 million. total annual grant amounts have 

increased from $7.14 million in 2007 to $9.5 million in 2009. 

 arts and cultural institutions in the District also 

benefit from substantial resources allocated by the 

federal government. Federally-owned cultural institutions 

derive support from direct federal appropriations. in FY 

2007, the Smithsonian received $620 million in federal 

appropriations and the library of Congress received about 

$562 million. Federal funds also directly supported capital 

improvements at the Kennedy Center. in addition, cultural 

institutions in the city have received a substantial amount 

of competitive funding through federal agencies such as 

the national endowments for the arts (nea), the national 

endowment for the humanities, the institute of Museum 

and library Services, and the national park Service. 

in 2008, only the states of new York, Massachusetts, 

California, and Minnesota received more federal nea 

grants than the District of Columbia.

 Beyond public funding, artists and cultural institutions 

depend upon financial support from the philanthropic 

community, corporations, and individual donors. a 

number of local foundations, most notably the Morris 

& gwendolyn Cafritz Foundation, the Community 

Foundation for the national Capital region, and the 

Meyers Foundation, provide significant support to 

the arts. a recent study of giving by the 26 largest 

Washington area foundations estimated that these 

foundations made close to $16 million in grants to arts 

and cultural organizations with a local focus in 2006. in 

addition to local foundations, the greater Washington 

Creative Communities initiative receives about $150,000 

a year through a national arts initiative that is overseen 

by the Cultural Development Corporation. the fund 

provides grants to pair emerging artists with nonprofit 

organizations to create community-based arts projects. 

Support System 

the District of Columbia also boasts a rich organizational 

support infrastructure for creative endeavors. there are 
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eight major organizations at the core of the creative 

economy’s organizational infrastructure: Destination DC, 

Cultural tourism, the Washington project for the arts, the 

Cultural Development Corporation (CuDC), the Cultural 

alliance of greater DC, the DC Commission on the arts 

and humanities, the humanities Council of Washington, 

D.C., and the DC Office of Motion picture and television 

Development.26 Collectively, these institutions market 

the District’s arts and cultural assets, collect data on arts 

and culture, help artists find space, provide services to 

arts and cultural organizations and groups, help publicize 

and “package” events and promotions, direct visitors, 

and provide funding for artists and arts groups that are 

principally located in the District. 

 a number of other organizations also support the 

creative economy, but they are smaller in size and have a 

more limited focus. these include neighborhood specific 

organizations such as the Ward 7 arts Collaborative, as 

well as industry specific organizations such as the greater 

Washington Fashion Chamber of Commerce (gWFCC) and 

the Washington project for the arts that offer technical 

assistance and sponsor events for businesses in their fields. 

 networking currently takes place within and 

through the major cultural organizations, through 

many of the smaller arts and cultural organizations in 

the neighborhoods, and through the many art centers 

found throughout the city. networking also occurs 

more informally through citywide organizations like the 

CuDC’s red Circle, the CreativesDC pink line project, 

and advocates for the arts. CreativesDC, for example, 

has organized several hundred people through its social 

and networking gatherings, and red Circle maintains 

an extensive network that brings together artists 

and arts organizations. events like artomatic and the 

Capital Fringe Festival provide still more networking 

opportunities, allowing for program collaboration, 

strategic partnerships, and information dissemination. 

there are also a number of arts-related blogs that help 

maintain strong connections among people in the arts 

and cultural community. 

 in terms of leadership, the DC creative economy has 

a strong base of leaders within city government, the 

staff and boards of the major cultural organizations, the 

cultural institutions in performing arts and the museums, 

in arts and cultural enterprises, and among individual 

artists. these leaders have been powerful and effective 

advocates for funding and otherwise supporting the 

creative economy.

Challenges 
ACCESS TO SuSTAiNAbLE fuNDiNG

the city’s cultural institutions and individual artists 

are facing a limited funding environment, creating 

considerable vulnerability particularly for the smaller 

nonprofit cultural institutions and individual artists. the 

fiscal condition of the city has prompted a decline in the 

level of city funding capacity, affecting many of the city’s 

cultural organizations. at the same time, foundations, 

corporate funders, and large individual donors are cutting 

back in response to their own investment losses and 

overall economic decline. the larger cultural institutions 

that depended upon their endowments to partially 

fund operating costs have seen the values of these 

endowments plummet. giving by individual donors, a 

critical source of funding for cultural organizations, has 

also been seriously impacted by the recent financial 

crisis. Finally, grantmaking by two of the District’s largest 

philanthropic funders, Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, has 

fallen off precipitously in the wake of the recent financial 

turmoil. With both public and private sector funding 

for arts and culture in decline, many organizations are 

struggling to maintain their level of activities and staffing, 

and some are struggling just to stay in business. 

EffECTivENESS Of COOrDiNATiON AND LEADErShiP

the major cultural organizations clearly play a vital 

role for the city’s artists and cultural organizations. 

the creative economy, however, requires a broadly 

representative group of stakeholders acting in a 

coordinated fashion to help guide the sector to greater 



C r e at i v e  C a p i ta l :  t h e  C r e at i v e  D C  ag e n Da    t   49

strength and economic competitiveness. the current 

support system is not structured in this way; rather, there 

is some competition among these organizations and some 

overlap in regards to roles. Moreover, the support system 

is more focused on the nonprofit sector and, in many 

cases, on the members of the organizations, leaving non-

members and for-profit firms out of the system. Further, 

although the existing system has produced a handful 

of leaders, there exists no one individual or defined 

leadership group that speaks with a unified voice about 

the creative economy and can guide implementation of 

this action agenda. if the creative economy is to serve as 

a key economic engine for the city, then a strong, well-

organized leadership group must be in place.

AWArENESS Of ThE SECTOr’S iMPOrTANCE

the creative economy is a relatively new concept for DC. 

although the city convened a summit on the creative 

economy just two years ago in 2007, the concept and 

how it applied specifically to the District was, prior to this 

analysis, inadequately defined and understood. 

 as illustrated in this report, the Creative DC Action 

Agenda views the cumulative artistic and creative activity 

of Washington, DC as an economic force that generates 

revenue, jobs, and economic opportunity and, thus, 

enhances the overall economy of the city. expanding and 

deepening the public’s grasp of the creative economy, 

as well as the promise it holds for economic gain, is 

imperative. the action agenda provides the platform for a 

more organized information and education effort around 

the District’s creative economy. 

ExTENT Of CrOSS-SECTOr, CrOSS-CiTy,  
AND CrOSS-GENErATiONAL NETWOrKiNG

in spite of the breadth of the formal and informal 

networking activities in the District, much of the 

networking that occurs happens in silos—that is, within 

discrete industries like theater and within groups like 

visual artists. the kind of cross-disciplinary networking 

that should be happening within the broader creative 

community and within the context of the creative 

economy has been absent, with missed opportunities 

as the result. if, for example, film and music artists and 

organizations interacted more frequently, they might 

forge collaborations and alliances that could lead to 

new products and revenue streams for each industry. 

another concern is that many smaller, neighborhood-

based groups and organizations are not part of the 

networks that operate within the cultural mainstream. 

Finally, there is little cross-generational networking in 

the city. there has been an explosion of new hip, edgy, 

artistic activity occurring principally within a younger 

demographic of artists and entrepreneurs in the city. 

While this group has its own networking venues and 

ArTS TAx iNCrEMENT fiNANCiNG PrOGrAM

in 2008, the city of Portland, Maine, established the 

first use of tax increment financing (TiF) for the arts. 

recognizing the potential for gentrification following 

artists moving into a neighborhood, this program 

provides some protection for the original artists and the 

arts and cultural organizations located in a designated 

arts District. a portion of any increases in property taxes 

associated with improvements through the renovation 

or construction of properties in the designated arts 

District will go to support arts and creative economy 

uses. in the first use of the new program, $30,000 of the 

approximately $50,000 in increased taxes generated 

from the sale and renovation of a university dorm is 

going to support the Creative Portland Corporation, an 

organization focused on promoting the creative economy 

in that city.   

vinCent gallegOS / vgDa DeSign
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bErKShirE CrEATivE SPArK

SParK is a highly successful networking activity organized 

by the Berkshire Creative economy Council. on a bi-

monthly basis, it brings together several hundred people 

from the creative economy, the business community, and 

higher education, providing them a regular opportunity 

to meet in a low-key environment to discuss potential 

strategic partnerships. its stated purpose is to facilitate 

“talk across industry, talk across sector, talk across town!”

norms, it largely operates outside of the other networks 

in place. this younger group will likely continue to grow, 

and its energy and entrepreneurial talents can add much 

to the city’s creative economy.

Strategies for Success

the strategies for enhancing the creative support system 

and the action steps needed to implement them represent 

perhaps the most critical investment that the District can 

make in its creative economy. With an effective support 

system in place, the impressive assets already in place 

in the District will yield even greater benefits to the 

economy and community.

STrATEGy: build relationships within the creative 
economy 

ACTiON STEP: Coordinate a coalition of private, nonprofit, 

and public sector stakeholders to work collectively to 

move the Creative DC Action Agenda forward.

ACTiON STEP: Support networking opportunities within 

creative industry segments (e.g., music, theatre, 

museum, digital arts) as well as across segments 

that bring together the business community, creative 

enterprises, and nonprofit cultural institutions more 

regularly to discuss potential strategic partnerships. 

these efforts could be modeled on SparK in the 

Berkshires. (See sidebar.) 

STrATEGy: increase support for, and awareness of, 
the nature and importance of the creative economy

ACTiON STEP: explore public-private funding 

enhancements and financing mechanisms to support 

creative product development, marketing, and direct 

assistance to the creative sector. (See sidebar for an 

example of arts tax increment Financing.)

ACTiON STEP: Meet with key public and private sector 

stakeholders in the city and region to provide 

information and materials related to the Creative DC 

Action Agenda’s findings and strategies.

ACTiON STEP: ensure that the findings and 

recommendations of the Creative DC Action Agenda 

are linked to other city planning and investment 

activities (e.g., DCCah’s strategic plan, neighborhood 

revitalization efforts, the zoning update, great Streets, 

and the neighborhood investment Fund) in order 

to leverage existing city resources related to priority 

projects.

CrEATivE MArKETS

GOAL: Promoting the District’s creative economy and 

increasing the market for creative products.

The Landscape 
ThE PrODuCT AND iMAGE

the current image of Washington, DC does not 

adequately represent the depth of its international 

assets, the diversity and strengths found throughout the 

city’s neighborhoods, or the new and vibrant creative 

environment.

 While Washington’s status as an international city is 

somewhat known, the implications of its international 

community for the creative economy are largely 

overlooked. the 2008 global Cities index created by 

Foreign Policy magazine, measuring metropolitan areas 

on a variety of criteria, ranked Washington, DC 11th overall 

in the world in terms of its international characteristics. 

as the home to 180 international embassies as well as 

organizations such as the World Bank and the inter-
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american Development Bank, the city is infused with an 

international character. the embassies and international 

organizations sponsor innumerable arts and cultural 

events throughout the year, develop partnerships with 

locally-based arts and cultural institutions, and provide 

an important market for some of the city’s creative 

enterprises, most notably caterers and designers. 

 in addition to the embassies and international 

organizations, the District boasts a very strong immigrant 

community. an Urban institute study in 2008 described 

the Washington, DC metropolitan area as “a primary 

recipient of the new immigration flows, ranking fifth 

among the top immigrant receiving communities.” the 

region is home to large numbers of Salvadorans, indians, 

Koreans, Chinese, Mexicans, vietnamese, and africans. 

each of these communities brings its culture to the 

District, producing a broad range of cultural products 

from food, jewelry, fabrics, and pottery to paint, dance, 

theater, music, and film.

 Finally, the city’s neighborhoods are full of creative 

activity that, at this point, remains more familiar to locals 

than to most visitors. Cultural tourism’s heritage trails 

program highlights the culture and history within the 

neighborhoods and brings tourists and visitors to the 

neighborhoods. the Smithsonian’s anacostia Community 

Museum has been a core cultural institution in the 

anacostia neighborhood since 1967.

ThE MArKET

there are numerous existing markets for the creative 

products and services offered in the District. First and 

foremost are visitors from all over the world who come to 

Washington for leisure and business travel. according to 

Destination DC, 16.6 million visitors came to DC in 2008, 

including 1.4 million international visitors. 

 the city’s artists, cultural institutions, and creative 

businesses also export their goods and products 

throughout the U.S. and globally. Washington-based 

performing arts groups tour the world, museums 

located in the District curate traveling shows, and local 

creative businesses export their products outside of the 

Washington metropolitan region.

 Within the District are many accessible internal 

markets. Most notably, federal procurement in the 

Washington MSa totaled $66.5 billion in 2008.27 

in addition to the federal government, the District 

government, hotels, international embassies, colleges and 

universities, law firms, and the many national associations 

based in the city collectively purchase the full range of 

creative products and services. 

 another important internal market for the creative 

sector is the people who live in the Washington 

metropolitan region. according to the greater Washington 

initiative, among regions with over one million residents, 

greater Washington has the highest concentration 

of highly educated residents and the highest median 

household income. More than five million moderate- to 

high-income people reside within a 20-mile radius of 

the District, comprising a critically important market for 

the District’s creative products and services. the tens of 

thousands of students that attend the District’s higher 

education institutions provide another important internal 

The city’s neighborhoods are full of 

creative activity that, at this point, 

remains more familiar to locals than  

to most visitors.

Evolution, Latin American Youth Center, 2008; Commissioned by the DC Creates! Public Art Program 
through the DC Commission on the Arts and Humanities
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market for the District’s creative products and services—

they attend performing arts events, purchase local 

artwork, and so on.

 in terms of getting product to the marketplace, 

numerous mechanisms help artists sell their work and 

cultural organizations cultivate their audience. Just a few 

examples of how and where cultural products are sold 

include the many art galleries around the city; the eastern 

Market DC; festivals and fairs such as the Crafty Bastards 

arts and Crafts Fair; programs such as ticketplace; the 

city’s public art and art Bank program; and the marketing 

and promotional work of Destination DC, the Cultural 

alliance of greater Washington, Cultural tourism, the 

DC Chamber of Commerce, and the city’s Business 

improvement Districts.

Challenges 
ALiGNMENT Of iMAGE WiTh CrEATivE STrENGThS 

the image of Washington, DC as a government town, 

with a relatively mainstream arts and cultural community 

concentrated on the Mall, no longer matches the reality 

of a vibrant and growing creative economy that is also 

concentrated in smaller venues throughout the District’s 

neighborhoods. its international flavor and the diversity 

of its cultural assets are yet to be fully represented in the 

District’s image. Washington has become a location of 

choice for young creatives drawn by job opportunities, a 

unique international community, the richness of the higher 

education institutions’ assets, and its increasingly strong 

arts and cultural environment. Broadening Washington’s 

image to incorporate these facts is a key opportunity for 

the city and should be a top priority for those tasked with 

marketing Washington to visitors, businesses, and talent. 

CONSiSTENCy Of MESSAGE

While a number of organizations market and promote 

the city’s arts, culture, and entertainment, the 

proliferation of such groups somewhat muddles the 

message. With so many different organizations and 

sources of information on arts and cultural activities, 

and little coordination, uniformity and consistency are 

elusive. additionally, the multiple calendars for arts and 

cultural events and entertainment further dilute clarity 

concerning the creative economy in DC and do not fully 

leverage the message and brand of the District as a 

thriving creative economy. 

 in addition, the Washington Post, the region’s principal 

print media, has reduced its coverage of the arts, with 

the work of individual artists and some of the smaller and 

edgier arts organizations increasingly overlooked as a 

result. the consequence is that the public remains largely 

unaware of the real depth, breadth, and vibrancy of the 

arts in the nation’s capital.

EffECTivENESS Of TOuriSM iNfrASTruCTurE

Despite a generally strong tourism market, the District’s 

tourist infrastructure is not effective at drawing 

visitors beyond the Mall or promoting the events and 

performances that are being sponsored locally throughout 

the year in the neighborhoods. the city had one 

visitors’ center that was located in the reagan Federal 

GEOrGiA CrEATivE iNDuSTriES  
WEbSiTE AND ShOWCASE

in February 2009, the georgia Department of economic 

Development (gDecD) and the georgia Tourism 

Foundation launched www.gaMadegagrownProducts.org, 

a detailed creative industries database to help connect 

buyers and sellers, corporations and corporate suppliers, 

locals and visitors to georgia’s creative small businesses. 

The website includes a searchable database of the state’s 

creative industries, complete with business profiles, 

locations, pictures, and contact information. While it too 

soon to assess its success, the website provides creative 

businesses in that state with a web presence and helps 

enhance the image of the creative economy of georgia. 
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Building and run by the DC Chamber of Commerce with 

limited involvement from any of the arts and cultural 

organizations. With its recent closure, and until a new 

location is found, the District is without a visitors’ center. 

the result is a missed opportunity in terms of encouraging 

visitors to experience the rich creative and cultural assets 

in neighborhoods throughout the District. also, the 

concierges and hospitality industry in general are not well 

informed about “off the Mall” creative economy events 

and activities, especially those in the neighborhoods.

ACCESS TO MArKETS fOr  
ArTiSTS AND CrEATivE buSiNESSES

Many producers of creative products in the District have 

limited knowledge of how to access the huge federal 

marketplace as well as other large institutions in the 

city, such as embassies, hospitals, and colleges and 

universities. there is no system or mechanism in place 

that could enable the arts and cultural community to 

showcase, exhibit, or sell its products in an organized 

way. also, artists and arts businesses in some of the 

city’s immigrant communities tend to sell their products 

only within those communities. a related challenge is 

that few arts and crafts markets in the city focus on the 

products of local immigrant communities. and, while 

the eastern Market and various short-term festivals do 

provide some access to markets for the District’s creative 

products, the full potential of selling local artisan 

products has not be realized.

AWArENESS Of DiSTriCT’S CrEATivE PrODuCTS

Many of the businesses, government entities, and 

institutions that purchase creative products such 

as graphic and multimedia design have inadequate 

information about the creative producers in the District. 

in addition, only a few of these institutions have made 

an explicit commitment to purchasing local creative 

products. this contrasts with some european countries 

where major hotels have made a commitment to buying 

the work of local artists. While the city has a program to 

purchase local art, most other large art buying institutions 

that might purchase creative products and services have 

limited knowledge of the local creative community. 

ThE LEvErAGiNG Of iNTErNATiONAL ASSETS

Several of the major cultural organizations collaborate 

programmatically with embassies and cultural affairs 

offices from europe, asia, and South america. Cultural 

tourism’s passport DC and some programs of the alliance 

are two examples. these and other initiatives have begun 

to better leverage the cultural assets of the international 

community, but these collaborations have not approached 

their full potential in terms of substantive depth or broad 

promotion throughout the city.

STrATEGy: Market and promote DC’s creative and 
cultural assets

ACTiON STEP: pursue a promotion strategy with key 

marketing organizations (e.g., Destination DC, Cultural 

tourism, the Cultural alliance) that brands the District’s 

creative image and identity. Consider using DC’s 

creative community to develop a common logo for 

use on websites and marketing materials as well as 

innovative signage, banners, and other media to more 

effectively market the city’s creative assets, including 

those beyond the Mall.

ACTiON STEP: increase visitor awareness of DC’s creative 

assets by enhancing the visitor information system. 

efforts could include rethinking the location and 

WOrLD CuLTurAL ECONOMiC fOruM

The state of Louisiana holds an annual World Cultural 

economic Forum to highlight the multifaceted cultural 

industries in new orleans and the rest of the state. each 

year, more than 600 people from 65 countries come 

to new orleans to take part in a series of exhibitions, 

festivals, music and dance performances, and workshops. 

The event helps raise the visibility of Louisiana’s 

international cultural assets and underscores the 

economic importance of cultural industries.
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operation of the visitor center(s) in the city, placing 

kiosks in the neighborhoods, and more effectively 

coordinating cultural calendars.

ACTiON STEP: Coordinate periodic training and information 

sessions for the concierges of the major hotels 

throughout the city to better educate them about DC’s 

creative economy, coordinate distribution of creative 

event listings to visitors, and explore cross-promotional 

opportunities between hotels and creative offerings.

STrATEGy: Develop new markets for local creative 
products

ACTiON STEP: Support business-to-business product 

showcases, both online and in-person, that provide a 

platform (e.g., “creative expo”) for local entrepreneurs 

to market creative products and services to the 

government, private, and nonprofit sectors.

ACTiON STEP: Market the city’s art Bank program, a 

special fund that purchases local art for display 

in city buildings, to include potential purchasers 

such as hotels, hospitals, and universities. the city 

could explore opening this fund to other institutions 

and major employers so that more businesses can 

contribute and display local art in their facilities.

ACTiON STEP: Develop new art walks, seasonal art 

markets (e.g., in public space), and art exhibition 

areas (e.g., hotel lobbies) to provide artists and art 

enterprises greater opportunities to market their work. 

(See sidebar on SoWa Market.)

STrATEGy: Leverage DC’s international status 
and assets 

ACTiON STEP: Create a working partnership between 

foreign mission cultural attachés and key creative 

economy support organizations to collaborate on new 

creative programming and products.

ACTiON STEP: raise the international profile of DC as 

a global creative city through activities such as 

international exchanges, creative industry trade 

delegations, and highly visible creative events.

CrEATivE yOuTh 

GOAL: Enabling youth to explore and capitalize upon their 

creative talents.

The Landscape

Most citizens in the District are first exposed to the arts 

in school. the city’s public schools provide general arts 

education through one-time events and semester-length 

programs in addition to specialized schools offering pre-

career training for the arts. Supplementing the formal 

educational system is a wide array of voluntary after-

school and summer programs. 

 the District has a large number of public, private, and 

charter K-12 schools, colleges and universities, and for-

profit and nonprofit supplementary or complementary 

programs that both replenish the creative economy 

workforce and foster a new generation of arts enthusiasts. 

Moreover, many primary, secondary, and postsecondary 

schools also are beginning to integrate the creative arts 

into their academic curricula to stimulate critical thinking 

and innovation and improve educational outcomes.

 at the K-12 level, the District of Columbia public 

Schools (DCpS) has recognized the importance of 

SOWA OPEN MArKET — bOSTON

now in its seventh year, the SoWa open Market is an 

eclectic outdoor market in Boston’s South end that is open 

on weekends during the summer months. The market 

offers a mix of visual artists and artisans; emerging jewelry, 

clothing, and accessory designers; artisanal bakers; and 

local farmers.  initially modeled on new York City’s Chelsea 

Market, SoWa soon expanded to focus on independent 

designers, artists, and food. The market also includes a 

vacant mill building used by 150 artists who do not have 

their own galleries. other retailers located in the area have 

seen their sales increase as a result of customers drawn to 

the market.
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arts education through actions including adoption of 

standards for the arts in May 2008. the DC arts and 

humanities education Collaborative, which has worked 

with DCpS since 1998, publishes a directory of arts events, 

activities, and programs for students and teachers; serves 

30,000 school children a year through its programs; offers 

workshops for teachers; and has developed several pilot 

programs in DC schools through the Ford Foundation-

funded arts education institute. 

 Beyond arts education in the general school 

curriculum, the city has a strong cohort of specialized 

schools that focus on arts and culture and specialized 

programs in a range of creative occupations. the best 

known of these is the Duke ellington School of the arts, 

which provides intensive pre-professional arts training in 

dance, theater, instrumental music, vocal music, technical 

theater, visual arts, literary media, and museum studies 

for students in the 9th through 12th grades. additionally, 

several charter schools incorporate arts training into a 

full academic curriculum. the William e. Doar, Jr. School 

for the performing arts, serving grades K through 11, is a 

charter school that offers stringent academic education 

combined with a strong arts focus. the academy for 

learning through the arts, a charter elementary school, 

incorporates drama, music, visual arts, and dance with 

basic concepts to foster a deeper understanding of its 

academic subjects. the focus of the Children’s Studio 

School of the arts and humanities, a public charter school 

for children in pre-school through 6th grade, is to provide 

a community-based arts and architecture education.

 Career and technical education (Cte) also has begun 

to add emerging creative occupations to its traditional 

career programs. Creative skills are among the 12 “career 

clusters” that form the basis of the city’s vocational 

education system. McKinley technical School is perhaps 

the strongest example, utilizing creative endeavors such 

as broadcasting, gaming, and web design to produce 

the city’s highest level of SteM (science, technology, 

engineering, and math) skills. Other Cte programs 

include Ballou high School’s arts and summer media 

arts program; roosevelt high School’s academy for 

hospitality & Culinary arts; and phelps high School’s new 

programs in architecture, landscaping, and interior design.

 Students not enrolled in one of the art-intensive city 

schools can still benefit from the many arts-related after-

school, summer, and community-based instructional 

programs in the area. For example, the Washington 

performing arts Society (WpaS) offers several programs 

in collaboration with public schools, Community help 

in Music education (ChiMe) offers an in-school music 

enrichment program and after-school music instruction 

and organizes live music performances, while other 

programs target certain ethnic groups and at-risk youth. 

the Multi-Media training institute in northeast DC targets 

some of the more disadvantaged areas of the city, and the 

art & Media house focuses on latin american youth. 

Many primary, secondary, and post-

secondary schools also are beginning 

to integrate the creative arts into 

their academic curricula to stimulate 

critical thinking and innovation and 

improve educational outcomes.
MariSa gaither FlOWerS, green DOOr aDviSOrS, llC, 2009
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Challenges 
ArTS EDuCATiON rESOurCES

While the leadership of the DCpS has recognized the 

importance of arts education, the development of 

support systems, including the financial commitment 

to arts education in the system, has lagged. Many 

public schools still lack the resources to offer students 

exposure to the arts and skill instruction in a continuous 

and coordinated fashion. the school day itself also has 

included less time for the arts over recent decades, 

owing in part to the pressure for more math and science 

instruction. Funding pressures mean that although the 

DCpS budget includes language to provide music and 

art instruction, the money might not be available for 

funding of art-specific programs or for related costs 

such as transportation to get students to programs and 

performances outside the school.

STAff CAPACiTy

Many artists and arts organizations feel that DCpS does 

not have adequate staffing or coordination to take full 

advantage of the District’s arts and cultural resources. 

the interest and resources to close this gap are available 

within the arts community, but more could be done 

around facilitating engagement between artists and arts 

groups and the school system.

KNOWLEDGE Of CrEATivE CArEErS 

in the secondary schools, most arts education is heavily 

oriented towards the visual and performing arts. 

With few exceptions—most notably the strong media 

and digital arts at McKinley tech—there is no career 

preparatory programming across the full range of 

creative occupations. a lack of information available to 

parents, teachers, and counselors about the career paths 

and types of opportunities available within the creative 

economy in part explains this absence. 

Strategies for Success 

the challenges to achieving the goal of full access to 

creative education in Washington’s public schools are 

real but not insurmountable. the following are two 

overarching strategies with specific action steps that 

individuals and organizations can take to meet the goal. 

STrATEGy: Explore enhanced arts and creative 
programming for youth 

ACTiON STEP: Support an online platform that 

consolidates all arts and cultural programming for 

youth. the website is intended to provide kids with 

more exposure to, and involvement in, arts and culture.

ACTiON STEP: pursue transformative art and music 

programs that empower disadvantaged youth to 

succeed and support community development. (See 

sidebar on the venezuelan Youth Orchestra.)

ACTiON STEP: Create or designate multidisciplinary 

arts centers and other arts-related spaces in 

neighborhoods that could serve as central one-stop 

locations for creative activities, such as instruction, 

exhibition, and rehearsals. 

EL SiSTEMA —ThE vENEzuELAN yOuTh OrChESTrA

in venezuela, el Sistema (The System) is a network of 

more than 100 youth orchestras found throughout the 

country. el Sistema, the brainchild of Jose abreu, was 

started in 1975 as a formal program of classical music 

instruction. abreu’s idea was to use classical music as 

a means of empowering young, poor children. Since its 

inception, the program has taught more than 300,000 

young venezuelans and has been adopted in one form or 

another by countries all over the world. 

 efforts are now taking place to support similar efforts in 

the U.S. in 2009, the new england Conservatory of Music 

launched the abreu Fellows Program, which provides 

a one-year postgraduate certificate program for young 

musicians who desire to become ambassadors of el 

Sistema and who are committed to developing it outside 

of venezuela.
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STrATEGy: Support enhancement of arts education

ACTiON STEP: explore an arts education strategy within 

the District’s public School System that ensures 

students have access and exposure to a quality arts 

education.

ACTiON STEP: pursue a specialized philanthropic arts 

education fund to support an arts education strategy, 

using the Boston arts expansion Fund as an example. 

(See sidebar).

CrEATivE WOrK

GOAL: Providing new career opportunities for residents 

and an enhanced talent pool for creative businesses and 

organizations. 

The Landscape 

to be economically viable over the long-term, the 

District’s creative economy will require a skilled and 

talented workforce. the caliber of that workforce will 

depend to a great extent upon the quality of training and 

workforce development programs. programs in the city 

that provide workforce and training services, while not 

specifically focused on creative occupations, represent a 

critical resource in supplying adequately skilled individuals 

to fill employment opportunities in the creative sector. 

 Within city government, the Department of 

employment Services (DOeS) oversees several program 

areas and services related to workforce development. 

For example, DOeS operates two one-stop centers and 

seven satellite centers that offer residents access to a 

range of employment-related resources and job listings. 

DOeS also provides information on apprenticeship 

programs, as well as a listing of approved training 

providers to which employers can turn for workforce 

training and recruitment help. 

 the Summer Youth employment program (SYep) is 

another program administered by DOeS. this nine-week 

program provides paid career-focused employment to 

young people ages 14 to 21 in fields such as design and 

media, as well as in healthcare, hospitality, and tourism. 

To be economically viable over the 

long-term, the District’s creative 

economy will require a skilled and 

talented workforce. The caliber of 

that workforce will depend to a great 

extent upon the quality of training and 

workforce development programs.

ArTS ExPANSiON fuND—bOSTON

in 2008, the superintendent of Boston Public Schools, 

in collaboration with local funders, began a planning 

initiative to identify gaps in current arts offerings in 

schools and to develop strategies to address those gaps. 

one of the key recommendations was the creation of the 

BPS arts expansion Fund, a $1.5 million philanthropic 

fund to address equity gaps, promote best practices, 

and implement effective expansion strategies. The 

school district acted on the recommendation by fully 

capitalizing the fund, which will make its first grants in 

the 2010 school year.
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 Beyond city government, additional workforce 

development entities include the greater Washington 

Workforce Development Collaborative (gWWDC). 

an initiative of the Community Foundation for the 

national Capital region, gWWDC is a coalition of 13 

local foundations and public partners. Over the next 

few years, gWWDC plans to step up efforts to help low-

income, low-skilled adults obtain and retain jobs that 

provide good wages and benefits. the gWWDC has 

chosen healthcare and construction as the two sectors 

on which to initially focus its efforts; these sector-

focused projects could provide the template for a similar 

effort in the creative sector.

 in addition to the general workforce training system, 

which has not focused on creative occupations, a strong 

base of specialized certificate and degree programs in the 

Washington area does provide postsecondary education 

and training that relates to the creative sector: 

 the city’s colleges and universities are important 

components of the workforce and training system. 

Collectively, the higher education institutions offer 

certificates, graduate, and undergraduate degrees in 

such areas of the creative economy as performing 

arts, design, architecture, interior design, fine arts, 

museum studies, and communications and media.28 

Of particular relevance to the creative economy, the 

Corcoran College of art and Design, associated with 

the Corcoran gallery of the arts, offers bachelor’s 

degrees in fine arts, fine arts photography, interior 

design, photojournalism, digital media design, and 

graphic design and master’s degrees in interior 

design, the history of decorative arts, exhibition 

design, and arts education. another unique asset 

is the Documentary Center at george Washington 

University’s School of Media and public affairs, which 

is one of the few places in the U.S. that focuses 

exclusively on teaching documentary film production. 

 Other independent, specialized training programs 

include the national Conservatory of Dramatic arts, 

the Studio theatre acting Conservatory program, 

the Multi-Media training institute (MMti), inc., and 

DC Central Kitchen. these schools and programs 

are among the many that provide occupational and 

professional training for creative occupations.

 Several labor unions also play a role in the creative 

workforce. the key labor unions active in the creative 

economy are actors’ equity, the american guild of 

Musical artists, international alliance of theatrical 

and Stage employees (iatSe), and the american 

Federation of Musicians. 

Challenges
uNDErSTANDiNG Of CrEATivE CArEEr PAThWAyS 

Most of the District’s higher education institutions 

understand the creative economy and feature programs 

that provide related training and skill development. 

The DC Department of Employment 

Services also provides information on 

apprenticeship programs, as well as a 

listing of approved training providers 

to which employers can turn for work-

force training and recruitment help. 
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Outside of these institutions, however, the other 

components of the city’s workforce system have not 

targeted efforts towards nor developed programs around 

the creative economy and its employment potential 

for DC residents. Most of the workforce and training 

resources of the workforce system target employment 

and careers in traditional economic sectors like healthcare, 

construction, and hospitality, with the creative economy 

an afterthought at best. the absence of any real focus 

on creative sector jobs extends to the K-12 educational 

system, where weak links with higher education and 

workforce programming make it less likely that young 

people will perceive the creative economy as a possible 

career option and pursue training for a position within it.

TrAiNiNG GAPS iN KEy CrEATivE SEGMENTS 

three key segments of the creative economy—culinary 

arts, media and communications, and museums/

heritage—account for thousands of jobs in the 

Washington, DC area, yet career-track education, 

job training, and employment services in these three 

segments are limited. For example, despite a very large 

culinary arts industry concentration in the city, only the 

arts institute of Washington in arlington and Stratford 

University in Falls Church offer degree programs. 

Similarly, the museums and heritage segment of the 

District’s creative economy supports more than 10,000 

jobs, the majority of which require limited training and 

education. Currently, each museum has its own internal 

training programs or it outsources for some basic training. 

identifying common skill training needs and developing 

collaborative training programs could provide greater 

efficiencies for these institutions as well as career-track 

opportunities for residents. Finally, while there are 

considerable opportunities for technical jobs in the media 

industry, few training programs focus on career ladders in 

this segment.

iNTErNShiP CAPACiTy AND LiNKAGES

While teaching young people in the classroom provides 

a good foundation for skills development in the creative 

economy, taking the additional step of arranging 

internships with cultural organizations and creative firms 

would represent another effective strategy to ensure that 

individuals enter the workforce fully prepared. Currently, 

however, there is no systematic means for students or 

officials to identify the internship opportunities that exist 

within creative and cultural institutions, nor to coordinate 

internships within the higher education community. 

For the most part, institutions secure internships for 

students based on individual relationships between staff 

at cultural institutions and faculty members. While there 

are notable exceptions, in general, the higher education 

institutions are removed from the District’s creative 

economy organizational infrastructure—the schools have 

limited relationships with artists, cultural organizations, 

and creative businesses.

CrEATivE JOb bANKS

a number of cities and states have developed searchable 

sites that provide information on employment 

opportunities in arts and cultural industries. The greater 

Philadelphia Cultural alliance’s Job Bank provides up-

to-date listings on jobs of all types in the city’s arts 

and cultural arena.  The Massachusetts Cultural Council 

oversees hireCulture, a free, searchable database of 

cultural employment opportunities in Massachusetts.   

hireCulture.org has 1,000 registered organizations, 

including schools, theaters, museums, galleries, and 

cultural societies.  Berkshire Creative in Massachusetts 

provides job listings that are more comprehensive 

and focused on the full range of creative jobs in both 

nonprofit cultural organizations as well as commercial 

businesses.  
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Strategies for Success
STrATEGy: build closer relationships between 
the higher education system and DC’s creative 
community

ACTiON STEP: leverage the Consortium of Universities 

as a vehicle for coordinating creative career activities 

amongst regional higher education programs 

and creating more linkages with the DC creative 

community.

ACTiON STEP: pursue a higher education / hire Creative 

program that links student and interns with job and 

entrepeneurship opportunities in the creative sector. 

Coordinate with key organizations (e.g., Consortiuum 

of Universities) in the design, development and 

implementation of the program.

ACTiON STEP: Organize “hire Creative” events in which 

key creative companies such as theater, museum, 

design, and media have open houses and provide 

overviews of their industry and career opportunities to 

students.

STrATEGy: Provide more targeted information on 
creative job opportunities and career pathways

ACTiON STEP: pursue a one-stop online job bank, which 

leverages the Department of employment Services’ 

capacity, and is specifically targeted to creative jobs in 

the public, private, and nonprofit sectors. (See sidebar 

on page 59 for examples of creative job banks.) 

ACTiON STEP: provide more detailed information on 

career pathways in the creative occupations, including 

the types of careers that are available in each creative 

industry as well as the skills and training required. 

STrATEGy: Offer training programs tailored to the 
workforce needs of creative industries

ACTiON STEP: explore collaborative sector training 

programs that would equip residents (particularly 

under- and unemployed) with the skills needed by 

creative industry employers. target industries could 

include museum (customer service), media and 

communication, and culinary arts. Key partners include 

the greater Washington Workforce Development 

Collaborative (gWWDC). 

CrEATivE buSiNESS

GOAL: Promoting new enterprise development and small 

business growth amongst creative firms and entrepreneurs.

The Landscape 

the ability of creative businesses to start up, grow, and 

thrive is key to maximizing the economic benefits of the 

creative economy. Creative businesses need access to 

certain critical resources in order to succeed, with specific 

requirements varying by the size of the enterprise, its stage 

of development, and the industry segment within which it 

operates. the full range of creative businesses extends from 

individual artists and performers, to small- and mid-sized 

locally-owned graphic design and digital media firms, to 

large established architecture firms, advertising firms, and 

media companies with hundreds of employees. 

 a number of government agencies (e.g., the 

Department of Small and local Business Development), 

citywide nonprofits, community-based organizations, 

and higher education institutions offer assistance to 

businesses in the creative sector. these organizations 

typically provide one or more of the following services: 

1) one-on-one counseling; 2) training courses addressing 

a range of business management topics; 3) resource 

information; 4) networking opportunities; and 5) 

referrals to financing sources and private business 

assistance professionals. Selected business assistance 

entities also offer direct financing. For example, the 

District’s enhanced Business information Center (e-BiC) 

provides DC small businesses and entrepreneurs with 

training, consulting, and computer resources that help 

their business become successful. at the youth level, 

the national Foundation for teaching entrepreneurship 

(nFte) provides entrepreneurial training for middle 

school and high school youth. 
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 Some organizations that serve a general business 

clientele tend to work with a high proportion of 

creative enterprises. For example, arCh Development 

Corporation, which serves anacostia, has put arts 

and cultural-related economic development at the 

center of its community revitalization efforts. its 

business assistance activities aggressively target 

artists and arts-related businesses. affinity lab is a 

shared space for startup and small businesses and 

nonprofit organizations that caters heavily, although 

not exclusively, to creative businesses. it provides 

space and management services, and organizes and 

facilitates networking and relationship building among 

its members. also, the lab has recently teamed up to 

organize joint events with Dekka, a co-op that brings 

together local and emerging fashion, music, and art. 

 the District also includes some organizations that 

focus exclusively on creative economy enterprises, with a 

particular emphasis on nonprofit arts organizations and 

individual artists. the Cultural Development Corporation 

(CuDC) operates the Business Center at Flashpoint, 

which supports and incubates business through 

providing access to affordable office, exhibit, rehearsal, 

and performance space as well as one-on-one technical 

assistance, workshops, seminars, and discussion forums 

to artist entrepreneurs and cultural organizations. CuDC 

also assists artists groups and cultural organizations with 

facilities planning and consults for developers, architects, 

building owners, government agencies, and other real 

estate professionals looking to developing space for arts 

and cultural uses. 

The ability of creative businesses to 

start up, grow, and thrive is key to 

maximizing the economic benefits of 

the creative economy.

 the Cultural alliance of greater Washington offers 

a variety of programs and services to support the 

growth and financial sustainability of arts and cultural 

organizations. these include workshops on arts 

management and marketing as well as one-on-one 

technical assistance through the Business volunteers 

for the arts®/Washington program. More recently, the 

Kennedy Center has announced a national program to 

provide assistance to small nonprofit cultural institutions 

facing challenges in the current economic environment.

 in addition to technical assistance, a number of 

financing and financial incentive programs are available 

to creative firms, especially those in the media and 

communications segment. the DC Certified Capital 

Company (CapCO) program provides a local tax credit to 

insurance companies in exchange for making $50 million 

available to three CapCOs managed by professional 

venture capitalists. among their investments are firms in 

the media and communications segment, particularly in 

digital media and software development. One of the funds 

also made an investment in a firm specializing in historic 

preservation. 

 in the private sector, launchBox Digital provides 

seed funding and administrative support, mentoring 

and advice, and access to other investors and strategic 

partners. another measure of support comes via the 

District’s new economy transformation act (net 

2000), which provides tax incentives for qualified 

high technology companies including internet-related 

applications, services, and sales; information and 

communications technologies; and animation and full-
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motion video. 

 the city also has a number of smaller financing 

programs that small creative businesses can access. 

Five local organizations offer loans of up to $50,000 

to businesses through the U.S. Small Business 

administration’s Micro loan program, and two of these 

organizations also operate their own business loan 

funds. in late 2008, the DC Department of Small and 

local Business Development launched a pilot Micro 

loan program that offers up to $25,000 in financing 

to businesses that are designated as “small” and 

“disadvantaged” through the certified business enterprise 

program. in addition, the neighborhood investment Fund 

(niF), which is capitalized by an annual contribution 

from the personal property tax, finances economic 

development and neighborhood revitalization in target 

areas, including predevelopment grants and low-interest 

land acquisition loans to nonprofits and community-based 

organizations.

Challenges
ASSiSTANCE TO CrEATivE ENTErPriSES

general business assistance programs are typically not 

well equipped to address business issues specific to 

creative enterprises. For example, developing markets 

for creative products often requires very specific market 

knowledge and familiarity with particular marketing 

strategies and tools. Certain creative economy segments 

have unique distribution channels, such as galleries in the 

visual arts and content distributors in the performing arts. 

and, in the age of virtual marketing, all entrepreneurs 

have to understand how to effectively market their 

products through the internet—a different type of task for 

creative businesses than for those in traditional fields. 

 another challenge is that creative businesses are often 

disinclined to view their activities through a business 

perspective. Business assistance providers who specialize 

in working with creative businesses report that individuals 

in creative fields bring a different mindset to their work 

than do counterparts in other industries; it is important 

to communicate in a manner that helps them to reconcile 

their creative values with a business orientation. this can 

increase their receptiveness to establishing appropriate 

legal structures and applying necessary financial 

management tools. 

frAGMENTATiON Of SySTEM

While multiple sources of business technical assistance 

are available for creative enterprises, firms or individuals 

less well versed in the details of these programs often 

do not know where to start. Multiple entry points for 

assistance and the absence of a comprehensive resource 

inventory frustrate the efforts of creative businesses to 

obtain the best available assistance. 

rESOurCES fOr ThE TEChNiCAL ASSiSTANCE SySTEM

the entire business assistance system is facing a decline 

in resources. Most significantly, the city’s Department 

of housing and Community Development recently 

announced that budget constraints as a result of the 

economic downturn meant that the agency would 

be terminating contracts with a number of general 

business assistance providers, a move likely to force 

those providers to cut back or eliminate their business 

assistance programs. 

SEEDCO’S ArTbuSiNESS iNiTiATivE

This program provides loans and services to nonprofit and 

for-profit arts-related enterprises.  recipients of loans can 

use funds for “start-ups and expansions, construction and 

renovation of facilities, purchase of new equipment, and 

debt consolidation.”  in new orleans, where Seedco has 

an artBusiness program, the organization has provided 

financial and technical support to more than 140 arts 

enterprises and organizations.  Technical assistance 

services include strategic marketing, business planning, 

financial management, and access to financing.
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fiNANCiNG fOr CrEATivE firMS

Despite the programs noted above that provide 

investment, many small and early-stage creative 

businesses face serious barriers to obtaining financing. 

Most startup and small businesses in all sectors of the 

economy experience difficulties in this regard, but creative 

businesses face particular hurdles that often render even 

less restrictive public sector and nonprofit financing 

sources inaccessible. One problem is the creative nature 

of their product, which makes it difficult for potential 

providers of finance to assess marketability and sales 

potential. a second problem is that creative entrepreneurs 

themselves often lack substantial personal assets to 

invest in their business, and a third is the perception 

(and sometimes the reality) that creative entrepreneurs 

possess inadequate business management skills. these 

concerns point to the need for stronger linkages between 

technical assistance and financing sources, which could 

increase the confidence of the financing sources in the 

viability of creative businesses in need of capital. 

Strategies for Success
STrATEGy: Provide assistance to businesses in the 
creative industries

ACTiON STEP: Market the new city Micro loan program, 

its benefits and requirements (e.g., Certified Business 

enterprise requirement) to creative businesses and 

entrepreneurs. 

ACTiON STEP: increase awareness amongst existing 

business development providers about the needs and 

opportunities of creative enterprises and artists, and 

better connect resources and programs to the creative 

community.

ACTiON STEP: Work with business assistance providers 

to target the development and growth of creative 

enterprises by immigrants, residents, and youth. 

STrATEGy: Explore economic development 
opportunities associated with creative segments

ACTiON STEP: assist with identification and marketing 

of existing incubator space in the city to creative 

businesses, and with the exploration of the feasibility 

of industry-specific incubators (e.g., culinary arts, 

technology, fashion). 

ACTiON STEP: investigate the development and promotion 

of the District as a hub of the nation’s new media 

industry. 

ACTiON STEP: target economic development 

opportunities at the intersection of the green, retail, 

and creative sectors (e.g., promoting sustainable 

building and design in partnership with the city’s 

architecture and interior design industries; clustering 

design-oriented retail and arts galleries in specific 

commercial areas; and building upon the momentum 

of new restaurants and the culinary arts).

ACTiON STEP: Coordinate with stakeholders from the 

green, retail, and creative industries to make progress 

on immediate synergistic projects that leverage public, 

private, and nonprofit resources and partnerships.

CrEATivE PLACES

GOAL: Developing a diversity of creative neighborhoods 

and spaces throughout the District.

The Landscape

Fostering the creative economy rests in large part upon 

maintaining and improving upon existing strengths, 

attracting new enterprises, and maintaining quality of life. 

two major components of this are ensuring an adequate 

supply of suitable and affordable creative space to meet 

the needs of a variety of different business, residential, 

and cultural uses, and nurturing vibrant creative places 

and neighborhoods. 

 the city’s Comprehensive plan recognized the 

importance of arts and cultural uses in the District and 

notes:

“The ability of arts organizations and artists to 

thrive in our city is dependent on having suitable 

production, performance, and exhibition space. 
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The required facilities include studios, rehearsal 

halls, theaters and concert halls, dance rehearsal 

and performance spaces, exhibition spaces and 

galleries, multipurpose centers, classrooms, 

administrative offices, and art storage facilities, 

among others. Many of these facilities are 

completely absent in large parts of the city, 

especially in East of the River neighborhoods. 

Where they do exist, they may be threatened by 

rising rents and redevelopment pressure.” 

 the Comprehensive plan called for the creation of new 

arts facilities in neighborhoods that lack them (such as 

anacostia), proposed efforts to expand artist live-work 

space, and urged revising zoning regulations to make it 

easier to use garages and other accessory buildings as 

arts studios. 

 Creative spaces incorporate a wide range of physical 

space with a variety of uses within that space. the 

following types of spaces are relevant to the creative 

economy:

 Workspace/office space (incubator, boutique office, 

studios);

 housing (permanent, temporary, group, other);

 production (warehouse, stage, etc.);

 nonprofit cultural space (community centers, 

museums, theatres); 

 Commercial space (retail, galleries, restaurants); and

 education (training facilities, postsecondary 

education).

Certain creative spaces may be more suitable and 

sustainable in some locations than others given 

neighborhood characteristics, building stock, and market 

conditions. Moreover, through the clustering of similar 

creative activity, the District will begin to develop new 

creative environments and destinations. however, all of 

these types of spaces can contribute to the overall health 

and vitality of the creative economy. 

Current zoning and Land use 

the District has already done more than many cities 

to promote the arts and culture through its land use 

planning and zoning process. arts overlay districts, with 

requirements for certain percentages of arts-related 

space, ground floor uses, density incentives, and flexible 

combined lot development, already exist in the District. 

the District has applied arts overlay zoning to three 

specific areas—Downtown, a multi-street designation that 

includes 7th and 9th streets, nW; Uptown (primarily 14th 

Street and U streets, nW); and an arts sub-district as part 

of the h Street, ne overlay. 

 the existing arts districts use zoning to influence urban 

design, streetscape, ground floor uses, and the inclusion 

of arts and retail uses in each new development. Unlike 

many arts districts nationwide, DC also grants developers 

density bonuses as an incentive to include preferred 

uses in their buildings. the existing Uptown artS and 

the Downtown overlay districts require that a certain 

amount of floor area ratio (Far) be designated for retail, 

service, or arts-related uses, so-called “preferred uses.” in 

exchange, developers receive a Far bonus of up to three 

times the area devoted to the preferred use. 

 in addition to the existing arts overlay districts, the 

Office of planning and the zoning Commission are in 

The ability of arts organizations and 

artists to thrive in our city is dependent 

on having suitable production, 

performance, and exhibition space.
MariSa gaither FlOWerS, green DOOr aDviSOrS, llC, 2009
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the process of reviewing the current zoning regulations 

with the goals of updating, clarifying, and simplifying 

the current code. as part of that process, the Office 

of planning created a zoning review arts and Culture 

Working group (zoning Working group) to develop 

specific recommendations related to zoning revisions 

of relevance to the creative community. the zoning 

Working group has drawn up recommendations related to 

developing art Districts, streamlining the list of land uses, 

and requirements and bonuses for art districts; applying 

design standards to ensure active neighborhoods; and 

allowing appropriate art uses in residential areas. 

 Since many creative businesses and artists 

operate from their homes, regulations regarding 

home occupations are another area of zoning that 

is of relevance to the creative sector. the DC zoning 

regulations use a well-accepted definition of home 

occupation, which states that a home occupation “is 

a business, profession, or other economic activity 

conducted full-time or part-time in a dwelling unit that 

serves as the principal residence of the practitioner of 

the home occupation.” home occupations are allowed 

by special permit, which may be granted without public 

hearing provided that certain conditions are met. 

 the zoning Working group recommended expanding 

the number of uses permitted as home occupations to 

include any use that fits the definition of an artist studio 

as a home occupation. this would allow, or at least 

legitimize, current artists practicing in their homes or 

accessory structures and would encompass many more 

potential arts uses. Other creative economy uses more 

typically associated with professional services, including 

architects and design professionals, should be subject 

to the same updated standards.in addition, the zoning 

Working group identified issues related to the use and/

or renovation/expansion of garages for artist studios, 

and generally endorsed a more flexible approach to 

parking requirements and allowing arts uses in accessory 

buildings, provided that noise standards are met. the 

parking Working group is also taking up this issue.

Existing Creative Spaces 

Beyond land use and zoning is the issue of actual 

development of creative facilities and venues within 

Washington, D.C. 

 venues for visual arts and performing arts 

are numerous. the District has seen a substantial 

enhancement of its cultural facility base in the past few 

years with the development of the harman Center for 

the arts, the gala theater, the Studio theater, and the 

renovation of Ford’s theatre. in addition, the arena 

theater is in the process of building a major new home 

in the city. there is a total of 37 live performance theater 

venues in the city with a combined 19,000 seats, not 

including the 29 theaters at universities, museums, and 

other nonprofit venues that provide at least an additional 

11,000 seats. in the visual arts, the city has about 140 

galleries dispersed throughout the city, as well as many 

internal galleries in governmental and international 

facilities. there continue to be opportunities for 

developing additional performance venues including black 

box theatres and live music venues. 

 the supply of artist live-work space is relatively strong. 

Within the District, there are 202 housing units identified 

as specifically targeted to artists either completed or in 

the pipeline. (See table 6 on page 66.) these projects 

are clustered in the 14th/U Street Corridor/Downtown, 

Southeast DC/anacostia, and Brookland/northeast DC. a 

number of these projects have included District financing 

and support. For example, the Department of housing and 

Community Development is involved in the production of 

affordable artist live-work housing in Brookland, noMa, 

and anacostia. it should also be noted that a number 

of these projects are located outside of areas identified 

through current zoning as arts districts/overlays.

 there is considerable expertise and interest in the 

private sector for developing artist housing and work 

space. a number of local and national developers, such as 

artSpace, understand the creative sector and have or plan 

to deliver a product for those consumers. in addition to 

the private development community, the city has access 
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to, and has partnered with, the Cultural Development 

Corporation, a nonprofit development corporation 

founded to build artist housing and work space in 

Washington and the region.

 there are a number of nonprofit and community-based 

arts centers throughout the city and they are scattered 

throughout a number of neighborhoods. these include 

thearC, a $27 million, 110,000-square-foot, state-of-

the art cultural campus in Ward 8, the DC arts Center in 

adams Morgan, the Capitol hill arts Workshop, the Sitar 

art Center, and the Millennium art Center. even with this 

supply of community arts centers, interviews suggest 

unmet demand, particularly in northeast and southeast DC. 

 in terms of office space, Washington has one of the 

largest inventories in the nation, with over 112 million 

square feet as outlined in to the city’s Comprehensive 

plan. according to the Downtown BiD, the city has had a 

relatively strong office market, adding on average more 

than two million square feet annually since 1998. even 

with this growth, robust demand has led to office rents 

in downtown and the central business district among 

the highest in the U.S., making these areas relatively 

inaccessible to many small businesses in the creative 

industries.

TAbLE 6: Artists housing and Live/Work Developments in the District

naMe address neigHBOrHOOd units descriPtiOn status

Mather  

StUDiOS

916 g Street, nW DOWntOWn 12 12 out of 50 condos sold 

under market to artists

COMpleteD

the StUDiO 

theater

1501 14th Street, nW lOgan CirCle 16 16 apartments, visiting 

artists and yearlong 

apprentices

COMpleteD

arCh 

DevelOpMent

1706 16th Street, Se anaCOStia 4 Free housing to artists COMpleteD

lOree granD -  

CUDC anD  

COhen COS

3rD anD K StreetS , ne nOMa 30 affordable 1 and 2 bedroom 

apartment units

FirSt phaSe 

2010

artSpaCe/ 

DanCe plaCe

3225 8th Street, ne BrOOKlanD 41 41 affordable live/work 

units for artists

planneD

arCh 

DevelOpMent

1642-1648 v Street, Se anaCOStia 8 8 units affordable at 60-

80% aMi; studio space in 

basement

availaBle 

10/09

arCh 

DevelOpMent

2025 FenDall Street anaCOStia 17 17 units affordable at 60-

80% aMi. Studio space in 

basement

COMpleteD

CUDC 2414 DOUglaS Street, ne langDOn 40 40 affordable live/work 

units for artists and families

prOpOSeD

art plaCe anD 

ShOpS at FOrt 

tOtten

FOrt tOtten MetrO 

StatiOn

FOrt tOtten 34 34 affordable artist 

housing, 170,000 sq ft of 

cultural and arts spaces & 

children’s museum

prOpOSeD

tOtal 202

Source: green Door advisors & DC Department of housing and Community Development
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 the development of a few incubator facilities 

has been helpful in providing specialized, lower-cost 

office and work space for startup businesses. Cultural 

Development Corporation operates an arts incubator 

that offers affordable arts and office space and strategic 

business services downtown. also, the affinity lab in 

adams Morgan offers entrepreneurial and small business 

incubation through its shared workspace concept; 

although not specifically dedicated to the creative sector, 

its members include several creative businesses. there 

is increased recognition of the importance of incubators 

in the city, and there are efforts underway to consider 

additional incubator projects. 

Creative Districts/Neighborhoods  

the location of creative activity within the District 

has been shifting and reflects some of the larger 

neighborhood development changes. Some of the 

traditional centers for creative businesses retain 

relatively vibrant creative communities. Other strong 

creative neighborhoods lie beyond these established 

submarkets, however, with notable recent developments 

fiGurE 4: Creative District framework

estaBlisHed Maturing
eMerging:  

sHOrt-terM

eMerging:  

lOng -terM

c
r

it
e

r
ia

Substantial creative 

activity within one or more 

industry classifications.

perceived by the market-

place as a destination for 

those uses.

Functioning as a creative 

location for a significant 

period of time (10+ years ).

have appropriate infra-

structure (buildings, social 

networks, businesses) for 

creative uses.

More recent growth in 

creative uses. 

Key arts anchors that have 

established the area as an 

arts district.

Supported by policy/plan-

ning for creative uses.

growing creative infra-

structure (buildings, social 

networks, businesses). 

are not yet viewed as arts 

districts/destinations by 

the general marketplace.

have some aspects of 

required infrastructure 

(artists, buildings, busi-

nesses, social networks) 

but not all.  

Do not have policy/plan-

ning regulations in place to 

support arts-related uses.

Opportunities for devel-

oping in a 5- to 10-year 

timeframe.

are not yet viewed as arts 

districts/destinations by 

the general marketplace.

have some aspects of 

required infrastructure 

(artists, buildings, busi-

nesses, social networks) 

but not all. 

Do not have policy/plan-

ning regulations in place to 

support arts-related uses.

Opportunities for devel-

oping in a 5- to 10-year 

timeframe.

n
e

ig
H

B
O

r
H

O
O

d

geOrgetOWn

CapitOl hill

DUpOnt CirCle

DOWntOWn

U anD 14th StreetS

h Street, ne

anaCOStia

FlOriDa avenUe 
MarKet

BrOOKlanD

nOMa

Mt. pleaSant

rhODe iSlanD 
avenUe, ne

KenneDY Street, nW

DeanWOOD

SW WaterFrOnt

FOrt tOtten

CapitOl riverFrOnt

neW YOrK avenUe, ne
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including the U Street corridor and ongoing work on the 

h Street, ne corridor. 

 the redevelopment of h Street has been buoyed 

by the District’s continued planning and revitalization 

investment efforts (great Streets and others). the DUKe 

small area plan and h Street Corridor revitalization 

plan are two examples of planning documents that 

provide support and guidance to the investment in 

and development of arts-related uses. the impact of 

the Uptown arts Overlay and arts sub-area of the h 

Street Overlay can be seen in the developing creative 

uses within these two neighborhoods. the introduction 

of venues including the h Street playhouse and Joy 

of Motion Dance Center contributes to the corridor’s 

strengths. Creative spaces like the h Street greenhouse, 

a shared-office facility, are also beginning to appear, 

particularly nearer to Florida avenue. along U and 14th 

streets, meanwhile, performance venues like the Source, 

Studio theatre, and lincoln theatre have acted as 

anchors to both the burgeoning arts district and anchors 

for the creative community. 

 Based upon stakeholder interviews and analysis of 

submarkets within the District, the neighborhoods in 

the District that either have an existing concentration of 

creative activity or have potential for creative activity 

were classified along a continuum in terms of future 

development potential. (See Figure 4 on page 67.)

 Many of the identified neighborhoods have planning 

and policy documents such as Small area plans (Saps) 

that provide a framework for supporting aspects 

of the creative economy in their neighborhoods. as 

proven by several recent successes in establishing 

creative neighborhoods, this framework can be a useful 

component to the maturation of these creative places. 

additionally, potential development sites within many  

of these neighborhoods may serve to provide the 

TAbLE 7: boutique Office Space in the DC region

1Q –2Q 2009

wasHingtOn, dc $. sf tOtal rBa*

anaCOStia  $29.84  132,823 

h Street, ne  $30.95  159,420 

nOMa  $32 .00  67,685 

BrOOKlanD, FOrt linCOln  na  102,354 

FlOriDa avenUe  $26.61  108 ,857 

Maryland $. sf tOtal rBa*

natiOnal harBOr, OxOn hill  $18 .55  79,548 

Silver Spring  $18 .95  237,730 

COllege parK  $21 .97  231 ,411 

BranCh avenUe  $22 . 24  1 19,515 

CheverlY, hYattSville  $22 .88  285 ,739 

Virginia $. sf tOtal rBa*

FallS ChUrCh, BaileY’S CrOSSrOaDS $24.30 550,556

OlD tOWn alexanDria  $27.60  1 , 540,798 

eiSenhOWer avenUe  $28 . 24  57,164 

Source: CoStar, green Door advisors  

rBa: rentable Building area  



C r e at i v e  C a p i ta l :  t h e  C r e at i v e  D C  ag e n Da    t   69

physical infrastructure to enhance the growth of these 

creative corners.29 

The Competitive Environment

in addition to traditional real estate factors such as safety 

and access to transportation and other amenities, there 

are several critical and sometimes competing character-

istics identified by artists, creative enterprises, and devel-

opers as necessary for successful creative spaces. these 

factors include: affordability, appropriateness of product 

type, and aggregation of creative uses. additionally, while 

DC is the regional center of fine arts and performance, it 

competes with neighboring jurisdictions for office space, 

industrial/flex space, and artist housing. 

 interviewees and focus group members indicated 

that Falls Church, arlington, and Old town alexandria in 

virginia, and Silver Spring, hyattsville, and Mount rainier/

route One Corridor (including hyattsville) in Maryland, 

have become arts and creative economy hubs. performing 

art centers, galleries, and artist live-work space and 

production space have mushroomed there. in addition, 

Baltimore has begun to attract artists and other young 

creatives seeking affordable live and work space. this 

new creative economy development signals that, in some 

instances, the District has become prohibitively expensive 

or otherwise less attractive for artists and creative 

enterprises, and suggests that these other communities 

are becoming preferred alternatives to the District as 

locations to do creative work. 

 an examination of the most common commercial 

spaces needed by those working within the creative 

economy, “boutique/small” office space (10,000 square 

feet and less) and warehouse/flex space, indicates that 

the District offers some well positioned neighborhoods 

that have both the product type and comparatively 

affordable price points for the creative sector uses. a 

TAbLE 8: Warehouse flex Space in the DC region

1Q -2Q 2009

wasHingtOn, dc $. sf tOtal rBa*

anaCOStia  $8 . 24  1 13 ,830 

h Street ne  $12 .50  26 ,986 

nOMa  $12 .94  266,444 

BrOOKlanD, FOrt linCOln  $7.82  1 ,480,122 

FlOriDa ave  na  103 ,023 

Maryland $. sf tOtal rBa*

natiOnal harBOr, OxOn hill  $10. 25  160,982 

Silver Spring  $9.82  581 ,480 

COllege parK  $11 .52  354,699 

BranCh aveneUe  $10.66  805 ,643 

CheverlY, hYattSville  $6 .82  2 ,396,489 

Virginia $. sf tOtal rBa*

FallS ChUrCh, BaileY’S CrOSSrOaDS  $25 .00  369,437 

OlD tOWn alexanDria  $12 .60  537, 217 

eiSenhOWer avenUe  $13 .50  337,028 

Source: CoStar, green Door advisors  

rBa: rentable Building area  
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number of these locations are also Metro accessible and 

are emerging as centers for aggregated arts uses. 

 table 7 (see page 68) compares office space within 

DC’s emerging arts neighborhoods and regional arts 

locations. generally, DC’s office rents are higher than 

those found in the surrounding suburban locations, 

though Florida avenue Market remains regionally 

competitive for boutique office space. table 8 (see page 

69) identifies the warehouse/flex space available in 

these same neighborhoods that are, or could be, used 

as production space for a variety of creative industries. 

anacostia and Brookland are two submarkets that are well 

positioned within the regional marketplace. 

 While there are some District neighborhoods that 

are well positioned, in general, inner suburban Maryland 

offers a substantial value for both small office users and 

warehouse/flex space that may be attractive for creative 

space users. the availability and pricing of appropriate 

arts commercial and production space are unique to 

each submarket; while some can compete regionally 

on price (e.g., Florida avenue, anacostia, Brookland), 

other locational characteristics such as accessibility and 

aggregation of uses will be important to attract value-

oriented users. 

 Maryland and virginia offer a number of incentives 

and programs targeted at increasing the affordability 

and accessibility of creative spaces for artists. (See 

Figure 5.) Maryland has created a unique arts community 

designation that is coupled with the tax credit tools 

highlighted below. 

 Finally, the surrounding communities have increased 

capacity to develop creative districts and are launching 

projects that could compete directly with activity in 

the District. For example, the gateway Community 

Development Corporation serving north Brentwood, 

Brentwood, and Mount rainier, has been developing 

the gateway arts District, a $70 million initiative that 

includes artist live-work space, an arts center, and a 

range of other creative uses. in Fairfax County, the former 

lorton Correctional Facility is being redeveloped as the 

Workhouse arts Center. 

fiGurE 5: Arts regulatory and financial incentive Tools

tOOl Maryland Virginia

ta x credits

10-year property tax credit for new 

construction or renovation on buildings that 

provide live-work space for artists or arts and 

entertainment enterprises.

income tax subtraction modification for 

income from artistic work.

property tax credits on rehabilitation, 

renovation, or replacement of property.

three-year exemption from Business, 
professional and Occupational license 

(BpOl) fees.

OtHer financial
arts in Communities grants to nonprofits that 

produce or present art.

the virginia Commission for the arts includes 

grant funding for arts organizations and 

artists.

ZOning

MnCppC — “transit village” zoning 

designation was created in 2006 to allow 

townhome live-work units if at least 40 

percent of the gross floor area is used for 

residential purposes.

arts and Cultural District program includes 

flexible zoning that allows artists to live, work, 

and sell art in the same building.
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Challenges 
iNCENTivE STruCTurES iN ThE ArTS OvErLAy DiSTriCTS 

interviewees and the zoning Working group noted 

that the inclusion of non-arts uses in the preferred uses 

requirement undermines the intent of creating actual 

arts spaces, or encouraging the concentration of arts 

spaces. While the Downtown Overlay requires 0.25 Far 

for arts uses, the Uptown artS Overlay and the h Street 

sub-district do not require any minimum of arts uses. 

this issue seems to be of particular concern to the artist 

community when developers receive bonuses for non-arts 

uses. in particular, there is concern in the Uptown artS 

Overlay District that restaurants are taking up too many of 

the arts-related spaces. Conversely, it is also a concern for 

developers, property owners, and artists along the 14th 

Street, nW corridor where ground floor space reserved 

for retail or arts uses sits vacant and serves to deaden the 

streetscape. While it is critical to ensure creative spaces 

are being utilized for intended purposes, there must also 

be clarity for all stakeholders regarding allowable uses. 

SuPPLy Of ArTiST LivE-WOrK SPACE

Despite a large level of demand and considerable 

expertise in the District in developing such space, 

challenges persist in developing affordable artists’ 

housing. interviews with developers indicated misgivings 

within some neighborhoods at the policy of targeting 

affordable housing specifically to artists when citywide 

need for affordable housing remains significant. Several 

projects have stalled or have been cancelled due to 

community resistance. the existing artists’ housing and 

work space/studios are scattered throughout the city and 

do not meet the scale of need in the sector. in the current 

development environment, however, it is difficult to put 

together a deal to provide reasonably priced artist live-

work space. affordable housing for artists is challenged 

by many of the same considerations that hamper any 

affordable housing effort: lack of sufficient resources, 

relatively high costs of land/construction, and too few 

suitable sites that offer sufficient scale. 

OffiCE SPACE fOr COMMErCiAL CrEATivE buSiNESSES

Since the creative sector is dominated by freelancers and 

small businesses, this sector has significant demand for 

smaller, more affordable workspaces. the development 

of a few incubator facilities in DC has been helpful in this 

regard, but has not met the potential demand for this 

type of space.

COMPETiTiON frOM SurrOuNDiNG COMMuNiTiES

the District is facing considerable competition from 

surrounding communities for a wide variety of creative 

businesses and venues, as well as for individual artists. 

the District competes with suburbs like alexandria, 

arlington, Mt. rainier, and hyattsville, as well as nearby 

cities like annapolis and Baltimore, to attract creative 

firms and artists. not surprisingly, these competitors 

feature space that is generally more affordable than what 

the District can offer, and some are transitioning to urban-

like environments, with amenities and transit accessibility. 

Moreover, they offer designated arts districts, where 

regulatory and financial incentives have been crafted to 

create strong concentrations of arts users and facilities, 

including affordable housing. (See Figure 5.) Competing 

successfully for these businesses and individuals is critical 

if the District is to expand its creative economy. 

PrESENCE Of CrEATiviTy iN ThE NEiGhbOrhOODS

arts and creative economy activity in some low- and 

moderate-income neighborhoods is strong in some 

ways, but much more could be done. Some of the 

creative work in the neighborhoods is undervalued and 

poorly integrated into the mainstream arts community. 

Musicians, artists, and arts organizations all noted the 

lack of multidisciplinary arts centers that could provide 

production space, exhibition space, and instruction for 

youth. there are also few venues for people under the age 

of 18 to listen to live music. as a consequence, the music 

industry loses out on a revenue-generating opportunity. 

Finally, though some of the abandoned buildings, vacant 

lots, and closed schools in the city’s neighborhoods 
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provide opportunities for developing cultural activities, 

the resources and/or development capacity of 

neighborhood/arts organizations are often insufficient to 

successfully redevelop these assets. 

rEGuLATOry ENvirONMENT 

Many creative businesses interviewed noted that while 

significant improvements have been made, the District 

is still viewed as an unfriendly place to start and grow a 

business. Fees and the permitting process, in particular, 

are seen as onerous and challenging, particularly for 

small enterprises. the experience of Washington glass 

School is viewed as a symbol of a missed opportunity; 

despite efforts to retain it, the school was not able to find 

a suitable location in the District and, as a consequence, 

the school moved to a site in Mount rainier. Current 

regulations related to home-based businesses also have 

a negative impact on homeowners involved in arts and 

cultural uses.

vACANT LAND AND buiLDiNGS

throughout Washington, DC are vacant lots, vacant 

buildings, and unoccupied ground floor spaces. these 

vacancies have a negative impact on the neighborhoods 

and are an underutilized asset in the city’s creative 

economy. along 14th Street, nW, for example, necessary 

zoning, building code, and parking allowances could 

encourage temporary use of space for gallery displays, 

performances, etc. the reuse of space in decommissioned 

schools or other community buildings is generally 

governed by the underlying zoning. For example, reuse 

of a school or church in a residential district for an arts or 

cultural use generally requires a use variance. 

ThE APPrOACh TO CrEATivE/ArT DiSTriCTS

interviews with artists, developers, and others concerned 

with the establishment and ongoing support of arts 

districts in Washington, DC focused on several key 

themes: 

 Creative/art districts should reflect the geographical 

diversity of the city, but should also provide 

opportunities for the concentration of artists and 

creative uses.

 Creative/arts districts should be established where an 

organic demand for them exists, rather than making 

arbitrary designations that are inauthentic and less 

likely to succeed.

 Creative/arts districts require support from all facets 

of the public, private, and nonprofit communities. this 

means genuine neighborhood support for the arts, 

support across governmental agencies, and nonprofit 

or other organizational support for these districts.

 human capital and financial assistance should be 

prioritized and targeted to promote the effective and 

efficient deployment of public resources. 

ChiCAGO SPACE fiNDEr

Chicago artists resource (Car) is an arts service website 

that provides information and resources on a wide range 

of issues related to artists’ creative and professional 

practice.  Designed by artists for artists, with help from 

several national collaborators, Car utilizes open-source 

software to connect artists with local, national, and 

international resources. one of the most important 

site features is Spacefinder, which provides an online 

posting of sites available for purchase or rent that are 

relevant to creative users. Car also published Square 

Feet Chicago: The Artist’s Guide to Buying and Leasing 

Space. This resource guide includes interactive maps 

that highlight cultural features as well as real estate 

values for each of Chicago’s 77 neighborhoods.  artists 

can find explanations on every aspect of real estate from 

establishing credit, the mortgage process, and finance 

and ownership options, to zoning and code issues and 

home inspections. Car is supported and administered by 

Chicago’s Cultural Department.
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Strategies for Success
STrATEGy: better connect creative entrepreneurs 
and businesses to sites within the District

ACTiON STEP: Organize a creative ‘spacefinder’ initiative 

that provides information on the availability and 

location of creative spaces throughout the city, and 

matches creatives in need of space with property 

owners, developers, and brokers. Matching strategies 

could include in-person forums as well as a web-based 

tool that acts as a clearinghouse of information. (See 

sidebar example)

ACTiON STEP: Offer a toolbox and technical assistance 

program to provide better understanding among 

artists and creative businesses of real estate 

regulations and processes, leases, financing and 

related resources.

STrATEGy: Promote creative uses in development

ACTiON STEP: Coordinate opportunities for the 

development of affordable artist housing and live-

work space, and provide public sector assistance 

as appropriate (for example, via public-private 

partnerships, financing, land dispositions, and zoning 

support).

ACTiON STEP: identify specific zoning changes that could 

be used to further support and grow creative places / 

districts.

ACTiON STEP: promote creative uses (e.g., artist housing, 

studios) in the reuse of city-owned assets, such as 

underutilized and vacant properties.

ACTiON STEP: ensure that the findings of the Creative 

DC Action Agenda inform future small area planning 

processes and encourage specific creative uses/clusters 

in different districts, for example, culinary arts in the 

Florida avenue Market; media arts in noMa; heritage 

and arts in anacostia; performing arts on h Street, ne; 

visual arts on 14th and U streets, and Brookland.

ACTiON STEP: investigate tools that would promote 

the clustering of creative uses and districts. this 

could include financing tools and public-private 

TAx CrEDiTS fOr ArT DiSTriCTS

The Maryland arts and entertainment Districts 

program provides financial incentives to participating 

districts. existing districts include annapolis, Bethesda, 

Salisbury, Downtown Frederick, the gateway arts 

District, Silver Spring, Station north, and Wheaton. The 

program includes a 10-year property tax credit for new 

construction or renovation on buildings that provide 

live-work space for artists or arts and entertainment 

enterprises, income tax subtraction modification for 

income from artistic work sold by qualifying resident 

artists, and exemption from the admissions and 

amusement tax.      

 virginia has authorized six localities to establish 

arts and Cultural Districts, including Falls Church, 

Charlottesville, harrisonburg, Petersburg, and Winchester, 

as well as the town of Chincoteague. To date, only 

harrisonburg has established a district. The arts and 

Cultural District program provides property tax credits for 

rehabilitation, renovation, or replacement of property (up 

to the amount of increased taxes resulting from property 

upgrades), an admissions tax exemption, and a three-year 

exemption from Business, Professional and occupational 

License (BPoL) fees. The arts and Cultural District 

program also includes grant funding for arts organizations 

and artists and flexible zoning that allows artists to live, 

work, and sell art in the same building.

partnerships such as enhanced coordination with 

neighborhood BiDs and Main Street programs in 

support of creative, cultural, and arts uses. (See 

sidebar example on page 73.)

STrATEGy: Activate vacant sites with creative, retail, 
entertainment, and other temporary uses

ACTiON STEP: implement a targeted “temporary 

Urbanism” program that activates vacant and 

underutilized space on a temporary basis with creative 

uses. efforts include identifying publicly- and/or 
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privately-owned sites for creative temporary uses and 

investigate funding opportunities. 

ACTiON STEP: provide technical assistance to property 

owners to help them make use of sites on a temporary 

basis. assistance could be in the form of site review 

and design, support for streamlined application and 

permitting processes, and matching creative users to 

available space through a clearinghouse system.
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Implementing the action agenda Immediate Priorities

To create momentum for this activity, 

District agencies, in partnership 

with the Washington, DC Economic 

Partnership and other key private and 

nonprofit stakeholders, should play 

a leading role by spearheading the 

immediate action projects

the body of the Creative DC Action Agenda offers a 

full set of goals, strategies, and action steps that the 

public sector, private sector, and nonprofit creative 

community can pursue over the next several years in the 

ongoing, long-term process of strengthening the creative 

economy. But to create momentum for this activity, 

District agencies, in partnership with the Washington, 

DC economic partnership and other key private and 

nonprofit stakeholders, should play a leading role by 

spearheading the immediate action projects outlined 

below. these measures were selected from the longer list 

of actions detailed above on the grounds that they can 

be implemented in the short term and can help lay the 

foundation for some of the longer-term strategies and 

action steps. 

  ensure that the findings and recommendations of the 

Creative DC Action Agenda are linked to other city 

planning and investment activities (e.g., DCCah’s 

strategic plan, neighborhood revitalization efforts, 

zoning update, great Streets, and niF) in order to 

leverage resources related to priority projects.

  Coordinate a coalition of private, nonprofit, and public 

sector stakeholders to work collectively to move the 

action agenda forward.

  Support networking opportunities within creative 

industry segments (e.g., music, theatre, museum, 

digital arts) as well as across segments that bring 

together the business community, creative enterprises, 

and nonprofit cultural institutions more regularly to 

discuss potential strategic partnerships.

  increase visitor awareness of DC’s creative assets 

by enhancing the visitor information system. efforts 

could include rethinking the location and operation of 

the visitor center(s) in the city, placing kiosks in the 

neighborhoods, and more effectively coordinating 

cultural calendars.

  Coordinate with stakeholders from the green, retail, 

and creative industries to make progress on immediate 

synergistic projects that leverage public, private, and 

nonprofit resources and partnerships.

  Organize a creative ‘spacefinder’ initiative that 

provides information on the availability and location 

of creative spaces throughout the city, and matches 

creatives in need of space with property owners, 

developers, and brokers. Matching strategies could 

include in-person forums as well as a web-based tool 

that acts as a clearinghouse of information.

  implement a targeted program that activates vacant 

and underutilized space on a temporary basis with 

creative uses. efforts include identifying publicly- and/

or privately-owned sites for creative temporary uses 

and investigating funding opportunities.

  Coordinate opportunities for the development of 

affordable housing and live-work space, and provide 

public sector assistance as appropriate (for example, 

via public-private partnerships, financing, land 

dispositions, and zoning support).
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