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“A city must have a soul, and the arts are a part of that soul.“ 
- Rob Cohen, CEO, IMA Financial Group, Inc.

The creative class is a part of what makes a city great.  With the rise of the creative economy, 

there is a new understanding that the creative sector is not simply an attractive amenity of 

city living; it is indispensable to a city’s economic development and quality of life.  This 

report calls for greater support and nurturing of Denver’s creative sector by community 

and government, based on growing awareness of the role it plays in the City’s complex 

economy, government, education and social structure.

The creative sector is an important generator of jobs—the fifth largest employment cluster 

in Colorado—equal to the biotechnology and biomedical sector (Alliance for Creative 

Advantage, Regional Technology Strategies, and Mt Auburn Associates, Inc., 2008, p. 13).  

In addition to its economic impact, the creative sector is a catalyst for innovation and new, 

exciting business.  It drives community and neighborhood revitalization and helps attract 

and retain a talented, educated workforce in all business sectors.  Creative activity helps 

set one city apart from another, and creates an authentic “brand” that attracts a talented 

workforce, businesses and visitors.  While this distinctive brand identity cannot be imposed 

from the top down—it springs from the grassroots, from the history and culture of city, from 

its people—community leaders and governments can play an important role in cultivating 

and nurturing the distinctive creative spark that already exists.

This report by the 2010 Downtown Denver Leadership Program (DDLP) demonstrates 

the value of the creative sector to the Denver economy, quality of life and distinctive 

Denver brand.  The report examines the creative sector assets Denver already has: strong 

community support for large cultural institutions through the Scientific and Cultural Facilities 

District (SCFD), a program that is the envy of the nation; strong performing and fine arts 

organizations; a variety of creative commercial businesses; up and coming arts districts; and 

multiple incubators and financial support mechanisms for fledgling creative businesses. 

Creative activity is a foundation for giving Denver an authentic identity, one that sets it 

apart from other cities.  This report calls on the community to strengthen its investment in 

the creative sector as a central part in Denver’s economic and social development and key 

component of Denver’s emerging identity and “brand” as the Creative Capital of the Rocky 

Mountain West. 

“  Denver is very 
welcoming for 
artists.  There is 
no entrenched 
academic hierarchy 
like you find on the 
east coast....Denver 
inspires anyone with 
a pioneering spirit.”

 - Adam Lerner
Director 

Museum of Contemporary Art

Photo: Frank Ooms
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Creative Sector 
The creative class has a definitive presence in the state of Colorado.  Colorado ranks fifth 

among all states for concentration of artists.  Only New York, California, Massachusetts 

and Vermont have a higher concentration of creative talent.  Colorado ranks second in 

concentration of architects; seventh in concentration of writers, designers, entertainers and 

performers; and eighth in concentration of photographers (National Endowment for the 

Arts, 2008, p. 11).  The creative class can be narrowed to creative industry, creative sector 

and, finally, creative workforce. 

In order to measure the current state of the creative sector in Denver, the DDLP, at the request 

of the Denver Office of Cultural Affairs (DOCA), took on the task of closely examining the 

creative sector.  The creative sector is more than just sculptors, artists and dancers.  In 2007, 

DOCA published the Creative Vitality Index, which defines the “Creative Sector” broadly as 

“the segment of an economy that encompasses non-profit and for-profit arts-related activity” 

(Western States Art Federation, 2007, pg. 1).  The DOCA report includes the arts-based 

activities of cultural organizations, arts-related sales (such as bookstore and music sales) 

and employment in the arts in the creative sector of the economy (pg. 1).  The Colorado 

Council on the Arts’ 2008 State of Colorado Creative Economy report (CCA Report) 

suggests that there are 69 distinct industries that comprise Colorado’s creative sector, and 

categorizes those industries into six sub-groups (Design, Film and Media, Heritage, Literary 

and Publishing, Performing Arts, Visual Arts and Crafts) (Alliance for Creative Advantage, 

Regional Technology Strategies, and Mt Auburn Associates, Inc., 2008, p. 10).  

“ To be an artist is 
definitely to be a 
person who is a 
lot more open to 
change and risk…”

 - Rekha Ohal
 Singer/Songwriter

Photo: Downtown Denver Partnerhip
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The DDLP first focused on the broad creative sector defined by DOCA, analyzed the pertinent sub-groups suggested in 

the CCA Report, and finally added categories based on economic drivers unique to Denver, such as Culinary Arts and 

Architecture.  The DDLP’s definition of the creative sector includes the following eight categories: 

6 FINE ART
painting, photography, sculpture

1 DESIGN 
graphic art, motion graphics, industrial, furniture
Photo: Where Wood Meets Steel

2 ARCHITECTURE 
architects, interior architects, landscape architects
Photo: AECOM

3 PERFORMANCE ART 
dance, theater, music
Photo: DOCA

5 MEDIA  
film, gaming, music production
Photo: DOCA

7 LITERARY ARTS
creative writing, playwriting, poetry
Photo: Tattered Cover Bookstore

4 HAND CRAFTS & FASHION
jewelry, clothing, accessories
Photo: Fancy Tiger Crafts

8 CULINARY ARTS
beverages, food

Photo: Rebecca Laurie

Photo: Larry Laszlo
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Creative Workforce

Creative Workforce is a relatively new term associated with the evolving and growing creative 

industry.  It is also referred to as the “creative economy,” “creative city,” “creative class,” 

“cultural industry” and “cultural workforce.”  The creative workforce consists of individuals 

employed by the industries that are involved in the production, distribution and marketing of 

creative goods and services.  These employees are not always artists themselves, but they are a 

crucial part of the chain.  Colorado’s creative workforce consists of over 122,000 individuals 

working in the creative sector, making the creative workforce the fifth largest of eight key 

clusters of industry in the state.  This statistic does not include the nearly 64,000 creative 

workers employed in enterprises outside of the creative sector, nor the thousands of students 

who are the fuel for Denver’s future Creative Economy (Alliance for Creative Advantage, 

Regional Technology Strategies, and Mt Auburn Associates, Inc., 2008, p. 11).  

The DDLP conducted a Creative Industries Survey for the purposes of this report.  With 465 

responses, the Creative Industries Survey provides data regarding the creative workforce 

living or working in the City and County of Denver.  The DDLP’s research is different from 

other studies to date, as it excludes the Heritage category of museums and other artistic 

institutions.  Note that the CCA Report categorizes the creative sector into six sub-groups, 

as discussed above, while the Creative Industries Survey uses the eight categories defined 

by the DDLP and a category of “Other.”  Therefore, the definition of each category may 

differ and the categories may not match exactly.  Despite the differences in categories, the 

Creative Industries Survey data is an excellent illustration of the segments of the creative 

workforce in Denver in comparison with the creative workforce across Colorado.

“ One thing I would say of Denver creatives is that we are all pretty supportive of each other.  I know 

people in music, in the arts, in fashion design, in theatre.  Even though it is a big city, there’s a 

small town way of supporting each other. So that is one thing that I really love.  There are many 

creative people here and we all have a lot of heart and soul and we’re trying to do not only 

what we do creatively to make ourselves happy, but we are wanting to do this within the greater 

community and support each other.  So that is one thing that I think is fantastic about Denver.”

- Mona Lucero, Fashion Designer, Boutique Owner 

Photo: Kelan Smith
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The tables below show the current distribution of the creative workforce in Denver and the data from the statewide research 

conducted in 2008 by Economic Modeling Specialists, Inc., as published in the CCA Report.
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(Alliance for Creative Advantage, Regional Technology Strategies, and Mt Auburn Associates, Inc., 
2008, p. 14) 
 
III. Why the Creative Class Matters 

While the concept of the creative economy is nascent and still evolving, it reflects the idea that 
creative assets can generate economic growth, job creation and export earnings, while at the same 
time promote social inclusion, cultural diversity and human development.  Creative industries have 

14%  
11%  

18%  

27%  

2%  

Distribution of Colorado's Creative Workforce 

Data from Economic Modeling Specialists, 2008 

(Alliance for Creative Advantage, Regional Technology Strategies, and Mt Auburn Associates, Inc., 2008, p. 14)
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While the concept of the creative economy is nascent and still evolving, it reflects the idea that 

creative assets can generate economic growth, job creation and export earnings, while at the 

same time promoting social inclusion, cultural diversity and human development.  Creative 

industries have emerged as one of the world’s most dynamic economic sectors, offering vast 

opportunities for cultural, social and economic development.  

Direct Economic Benefits

A thriving cultural life generates a direct economic benefit to income, jobs and tax revenue, 

and creates visibility for Denver.  The Colorado Business Committee for the Arts (2008) 2008 

Economic Activity Study of Metro Denver (CBCA Study) reports $1.69 billion in economic 

activity in the Denver Metro area in 2007–up 19% from 2005.  In 2007, over $5 billion in 

wages and benefits were paid to the Coloradans working in the creative sector (Alliance for 

Creative Advantage, Regional Technology Strategies, and Mt Auburn Associates, Inc., 2008).  

Denver metro area jobs attributable to arts, cultural and scientific nonprofits increased 76%, 

with a corresponding 49% increase in payroll over the ten year period 1997 - 2007.  Over 

16.4 million Coloradans and other visitors attended cultural events in 2007, and nearly $331 

million was generated from cultural tourism at area arts, cultural and scientific institutions.  

Total cultural economic activity and attendance at events more than doubled from 1997 to 

2007 (Colorado Business Committee for the Arts, 2008).

There are many other ways, some hidden, that the creative sector and creative workforce 

impact the overall economy and vitality of a city.  Anne Markusen (2003), a leading researcher 

on the effects of the arts on regional economies, coined the term “the artistic dividend,” which 

refers to the many hidden economic benefits not captured by the data on the big cultural 

institutions.  The creative sector and creative workforce may “enhance the design, production, 

and marketing of products and services in other sectors” (pg. 3).  For example, non-arts 

businesses use creative industries for engineering, product design, marketing, branding and 

advertising, thus creating mutually beneficial synergies between the creative and non-creative 

business sectors.  Although difficult to track, incomes earned and human capital created by 

the many creatives who teach others their craft add to the local economy.

Well known creative sector brands that are the principal drivers of economic 
revenue (on a standalone basis) in other cities include:
	 	 •	Broadway	and	off	Broadway	in	NYC
	 	 •	Entertainment	industry	in	Southern	California
	 	 •	Jazz	in	New	Orleans
	 	 •	Alternative	music	scenes	in	Seattle	and	Austin
These	recognized	brands	have	created	nationally	recognizable	destinations.		They	
have become important components in tourism development in addition to driving 
local commerce. 

Photo: Civic Center Eats
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Creative entrepreneurs increasingly sell their work outside of their regions, bringing in money 

that is spent locally.  Photographers, painters, authors, poets and graphic designers might 

“export” their work out of the region over the Internet through arts fairs or via other direct 

sales routes, thus bringing non-local capital into their communities.  Similarly, an active 

creative community may be attractive to cultural tourists, bringing in additional revenue from 

outside the region (Currid, 2009, p. 372).  Finally, creative production at all levels requires 

support from the non-creative professionals in the community at large:  drama sets must be 

built, manuscripts edited, books printed, shows marketed and artists promoted by agents or 

brokers.  These examples of hidden economic value may be greater than one would think, 

if, as Markusen (2004) claims, creatives are seriously underrepresented in employment data 

and even census data.

Denver is rich in cultural development, and strives to develop a brand as the Creative Capital 

of the Rocky Mountain West.  But do people really come to Denver primarily to experience 

the culture, or do they come here mostly to do other things and then discover and experience 

the creative culture once they are here?  Economic development and building a recognized 

brand for the creative sectors requires investment.  Funding for economic development is 

a partnership among state and city government, federal sources, individuals, commercial 

businesses and foundations.  Enlisting all these components for financial investment is 

impossible without a plan to develop a cohesive brand that provides a recognizable return 

on investment for all contributing parties.  The New Jersey Performing Arts Center is a great 

example of the creative sector as a primary driver of a city’s economic growth.  It also 

demonstrates what happens when the commercial, creative and government sectors bond 

together to make something happen.

Photo: Zebra Graphics LLC

NEW	JERSEY	PERFORMING	ARTS	CENTER	

Over	20	years	ago,	New	Jersey	Governor	Tom	Kean	saw	the	need	to	develop	the	state’s	cultural	life.		He	saw	the	

possibility to use the geographic location and access to an estimated 4.5 million residents within a 25 mile radius as 

a	means	to	revitalize	the	city	of	Newark.		With	access	to	major	corporations	in	the	metropolitan	area,	the	Center	was	

able to raise over $60 million from the private sector and over $125 million from federal, state and city contributions 

by the time it opened in 1997.

Today, the Center is the sixth largest performing arts center in the country.  It has succeeded in transforming Newark’s 

image in a city consumed by race relation problems.  It provides a venue for world class artists.  Since its opening, 

the city has rebranded itself to be able to attract sports teams, restaurants and large commercial businesses that are 

attracted to the proximity to New York City and a population of over 10 million people in the New York metropolitan 

area, and at a reduced cost of doing business versus residing in New York City itself.
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Cities that have reaped the highest degree of return on this economic growth as a result of 

the creative industries share common characteristics in the development of the brand for their 

creative industries.  Developing a strong brand in the creative sectors themselves is important 

in and of itself because it provides a strong baseline in these industries to stand on their own 

accord.  They integrate the brand of the creative sector with the brand of the commercial sector 

resulting in a stronger overall brand for the community.  Finally, successful cities partner with 

the local government to build the brand for economic development.  The creative industries 

can be a principal driver of the economy (e.g., Denver Center for the Performing Arts).  It 

can be a co-driver of the economy working in partnership with the commercial sector (e.g., 

Austin, Texas music scene).  Or, it can be a supporter of an economy driven by the commercial 

sector (e.g., Charleston, South Carolina – the city’s plan for commercial development was 

supported by a revitalization of the historic architecture to draw businesses and tourists to the 

downtown area).

Indirect Economic Benefits

While the creative sector is an increasingly important area for economic growth and job 

production in its own right, it also increases the attractiveness of the whole city to talented 

people and businesses, and promotes growth in the overall economy.  There are many benefits 

of a thriving creative sector and creative workforce that benefit the economy indirectly.  Quality 

of Place and Neighborhood Revitalization are a high priority for any city’s economy, and the 

creative sector and creative workforce are prominent in achieving both. 

The creative sector makes a huge contribution to “Quality of Place,” a critical factor in regional 

competitiveness, according to creative economy guru Richard Florida (2002).  Three factors 

determine “Quality of Place”: natural, recreational, and lifestyle amenities (pgs. 231-232).  

A vibrant cultural scene attracts the talented workforce a city needs to be competitive in the 

today’s global economy.  Creative, talented people want to be where other creative, talented 

people are: Florida refers to a 2002 Wall Street Journal survey finding that three-quarters of 

recent college graduates said location was more important than the availability of a job in 

finding a place to live (pg. xix).  

Experts point to the now widely accepted idea that business and employee location decisions 

are based on the strength of the local cultural scene.  A strong and growing arts community 

can help attract and retain a young, creative, productive and committed population.  Urban 

planner Bill Bulick (Bulick, Coletta, Jackson, Taylor, & Wolff, 2003) says, “If a high-tech job 

is the principal or only tie to a community, the chances of leaving are quite high” (pg. 8) but 

a vibrant creative scene provides opportunities for participation that tie people to a place.  

Elizabeth Currid (2009) says that even though the creative sector has long been seen as 

an agent of urban revitalization, “the active cultivation of art as a central part of economic 

“ Creatives bring certain 
panache to where 
you are and they’re 
important because 
they’re a driving 
force, they create 
conversation, positive 
and negative, they 
create movement, 
positive and negative, 
they create change, 
positive and negative.  
And I think within all 
that they basically are 
some of the seeds of 
growth.“

- John Skogstad
Audio Contractor

Video Game Industry

Photo: Larimer Associates
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development is new.  The increasing shift in economic development focused on attracting 

people not smokestacks has brought art and culture center-stage” (pg. 368).  Recent research 

suggests that people seek out the distinctive, the “authentic,” at the street level --cities must 

have an identity that sets them apart from other cities (Bulick, Coletta, Jackson, Taylor, & Wolff, 

pg.1).  An identity or distinctive character, which often comes from concentrations of artists 

and cultural businesses, is attractive (Markusen & Schrock, 2006).  Here in Denver, Art District 

on Santa Fe sculptor and public artist David Griggs thinks the arts give the biggest “bang for 

the buck” through the contribution they make to the neighborhood character.

Art Districts
It’s not just the presence of creative workers in the city, but also the concentration of arts in city 
areas and districts that brings the hidden benefits of a strong arts community.  Denver’s River 
North Art District (RiNo) is a vibrant arts community that has grown up in the last decade in a 
gritty neighborhood of warehouses and deteriorating industrial buildings along the Platte River 
north of Downtown.  DDLP interviews with RiNo residents and creatives uncovered anecdotal 
evidence of many of the hidden economic and quality of life benefits.  In RiNo, it is the 
critical mass of creative enterprises that attracts more and more creative development.  RiNo 
developers Larry Nelson and Ruth Falkenberg, for example, acknowledge that without the 
artistic energy, reputation and counter-culture feel of the area, a place like remotely located 
Bella Glass Studios, Inc. at 39th and Wynkoop Streets could not succeed.  That building is now 
fully occupied.  Similarly, artist and gallery owner Jonathan Kaplan established his business 
in RiNo because of other fledgling creative businesses in the area.  “It’s a neighborhood in 
transition; artists are harbingers of things to come,” (Personal Interview, August 12, 2010) he 
says.  Art District on Santa Fe president Jack Pappalardo agrees, saying that the district is an 
example of “community redevelopment led by the arts” (Personal Interview, July 1, 2010).

Richard Florida (2002) writes that an active, concentrated cultural scene helps to stimulate 
those who create in business and technology and “facilitates cross-fertilization between 
and among these forms” (pg. 55).  Other writers, too, have pointed to the role of place 
as an incubator of creativity, innovation and new industries.  Mark Stern and Susan Seifert 
(2007) of Social Impact of the Arts Project in Philadelphia add to this concept a definition of 
“natural” cultural districts as geographical areas with large concentrations of cultural assets.  
Such districts are important, they say, because this concentration leads to greater cultural 
productivity: “…cultural entrepreneurs interact, learn, compete, and test out their ideas on 
one another” (pg. 7).  Economic developers believe that clusters of creative activity “pushes a 
neighborhood to a regeneration tipping point, attracting new services and residents” (pg. 1). 
Stern and Seifert have been analyzing this concept for over fifteen years. 

Photo: Tracy Weil



2010 Downtown Denver Leadership Program Page 11

Revitalizing	Neighborhoods
The creative sector also has an essential role in neighborhood revitalization and economic 
development.  In Philadelphia, the Social Impact of the Arts Project discovered a strong 
connection between “cultural engagement, poverty decline and population growth” (Coletta, 
2010, para. 17).   The researchers found that “block groups” in Philadelphia with a high 
number of cultural assets (such as nonprofit cultural providers, commercial cultural firms, and 
independent artists) were nearly four times as likely to see population increase and poverty 
rates decline as block groups with fewer assets .  Notably, this was accomplished without 
driving out ethnic minorities and lower-income residents (Stern & Seifert, 2007).  

Harriet Tregoning, Director of the Washington DC Office of Planning, is enthusiastic about the 
role of culture: “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” (District of Columbia, 2010).

Evidence from RiNo developers and leaders shows similar revitalization.  Anecdotal reports 
suggest dramatic growth in property values since the influx of the creative sector in the late 
90s.  Mickey Zeppelin, noted developer in Denver, suggests that the increase in the value of 
his property is reflected in the 20-fold increase in the taxes he pays (Personal Interview, August 
18, 2010).  The La Alma/Lincoln Park neighborhood, which contains the Art District on Santa 
Fe, has seen similar increases in property values.  Synergies among creative and non-creative 
sector businesses abound, resulting in increased revenue for all.  RiNo artist and Plinth gallery 
owner Jonathan Kaplan, for example, says he always “keeps his business in the ‘hood” - 
photographers for his promotional materials, plumbing for his gallery, steel fabricators for 
his fence - all are his RiNo neighbors.  The Automotive Suspension business next door loans 
Jonathan their forklift in exchange for pottery. Kaplan’s arts business builds networks with, and 
provides economic support for, both arts and non-arts businesses in RiNo.  Jennifer Garner 
(Personal Interview, August 26, 2010), director of Metropolitan State College of Denver’s 
Center for Visual Art (CVA), cites the relationship of the CVA with the Interstate Kitchen and Bar 
in the Art District on Santa Fe, which provides complimentary appetizers for all opening events 
“because they see that their business is driven by art.”  Restaurants and other retail businesses 
need the community in order to be successful, and the community is enhanced and shaped by 
the creative industries on Santa Fe.

Other observations from long-time residents of RiNo reflect great improvements in quality of 
life.  Mickey Zeppelin says, “Ten years ago people were afraid to go out on the streets here.  
Now it feels safer.  More people, more residents, more different kinds of businesses, more 
recreational opportunities.”  Matt Palmer (Personal Interview, August 27, 2010), developer of 
the Dry Ice Factory affordable studios for artists, says that when artists move into a neighborhood 
it becomes not only “hip” but safer.  Artist Sharon Brown (Personal Interview, August 23, 2010), 

Photo: Dry Ice Factory
Dry Ice Factory (Before)

Dry Ice Factory (After)
Photo: Heppner+Bourque

Photo: CVA
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who with her husband Rex Brown was a pioneer in moving to RiNo in 1990, says back then it 
was a somewhat threatening area, non-residential, and full of “tumbleweeds, railroad yards, 
and coyotes; an area of snarling dogs behind chain link fences.”  But now, she says, “the 
wasteland has become an oasis.”  The RiNo Art District organization grew from 20 artist 
members and 8 businesses to 150 artist members and 56 creative business members.  RiNo 
has become a destination for arts and design, says Lauren Alesso (Personal Interview, August 
24, 2010): “the concentration of businesses lets people know that this is where the talent is.” 

The Art District on Santa Fe demonstrates a similar transformation.  Since 2003, membership 
in the Art District on Santa Fe has grown from 12 to over 60 creative business members.  In 
2003, the First Friday event had two open galleries and about 20 people.  Today, about 
5,000 people attend a First Friday in the summertime.   Crime rates have steadily decreased 
since 1990 (Sanchez, 2001, pg 98).  Once a crime-ridden area of dark streets and graffiti-
covered walls, the area now has well-lit, walkable streets with an attractive mix of galleries and 
other creative businesses, such as architects, graphic design firms, marketing agencies, music 
production firms and theaters.  Restaurants, bakeries, and yoga studios serve the growing 
community.  A majority Hispanic population adds to the cultural diversity and character.  A 
recent, stunning example of the vibrancy of the Santa Fe area is the decision by Metropolitan 
State College of Denver to invest in the Center for Visual Art, a showcase for art and a center 
for arts education.

The Santa Fe and RiNo art districts, with their distinctive character and vibrant cultural and 
economic activity, are important destinations for Denver residents and visitors alike.  Their 
example convincingly supports the powerful case researchers all over the nation are making 
for the value of the creative sector as a catalyst for innovation and a driver of community 
revitalization, from creating jobs to educating the young.  The DC Planning Office makes 
this point, referring to a 2002 research study, Critical Links, which provides evidence that the 
arts have a positive impact on student achievement in academic skills, general thinking skills, 
social skills and motivation to learn (District of Columbia, 2010).  Similarly, a 2008 Colorado 
study makes a strong case for the value of the arts in education: “The benefits are clear: 
the new study shows public schools in Colorado that offer more arts education have higher 
academic achievement and lower dropout rates” (Colorado Council on the Arts, 2008, pg 
3).  Stella Yu (Personal Interview, August 23, 2010), executive director of Arts Street in the Art 
District on Santa Fe, reports that a young man she worked with used to brag about the number 
of trains he could “tag” with graffiti.  Now, he leads a group of children who participate in a 
Santa Fe public mural project.

Photo: Habitat Gallery & Studio

Photo: Habitat Gallery & Studio

Photo: Kelan Smith
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If Denver is going to build a strong brand around being a center for “Quality of Place,” 
there needs to be a partnership from all sectors of the economy, i.e., government, creative 
sector, commercial sector, academic community.  The reason for this is simple.  Creatives 
can make substantial investments (if given the means) to strengthen Denver’s brand as the 
Creative Capital of the Rocky Mountain West.  However, that is only one of the components 
of Professor Florida’s definition of “Quality of Place.”  This premise alone makes the case for 
a broader partnership in Denver among creative industries, government, commercial sector 
and academic community.

AUSTIN, TEXAS

ACADEMIC 

COMMERCIAL 

GOVERNMENT 

CREATIVE SECTOR

One of the best examples of government, commercial, creative and academic communities coming together in 

partnership to build a stronger economy is Austin, Texas.  The boom in Austin’s high-tech economy was led by 

state and local government leadership by leveraging assets it already had in place that were operating separately 

to develop their own brands.  Each was successful on its own, but Austin became far more successful when all 

components were brought together.

 The	University	of	Texas	was	already	recognized	as	one	of	the	top	engineering	schools	in	the	

southwest region of the United States, attracting top talent annually from around the world 

for its various programs.

  The chamber was already successful in attracting businesses due to Austin’s low cost land, 

lower wage base and highly educated work force, as an alternative for companies to operate 

outside of the more expensive cities of Dallas and Houston.

 The state budget had room to allocate funding toward an integrated economic development 

plan (a luxury most states didn’t have at the time).

 Much like Denver, Austin had a thriving creative community.  But also like Denver, the creative 

brand was not very well known outside of the creative sector itself.  
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Business Training Resources

There is a demonstrated need for business assistance and technical support for the creative 

workforce in Denver.  According to the Creative Industries Survey conducted by the DDLP, 

304 out of 322 respondents (94.4%) answered that being financially successful as an artist/

creative does NOT take away from being authentic as an artist/creative.  Business owners 

indicated this the most with 97% indicating “no.”  

Additional Creative Industries Survey results further confirm the need for business assistance.  

Regarding Creative Industries Survey participants’ role in the creative sector, 48.4% of 434 

respondents indicated that they are independent artists, and an additional 38.7% identified 

themselves as business owners.  Based on the creative disciplines identified by the respondents, 

we assume that the business owners are those of very small firms.  Thus, since a significant 

segment of the creative workforce in Denver consists of either independently employed workers 

or small business owners, it is likely that they do not have readily available access to internal 

accounting departments, legal staff or other business support functions.  This assumption is 

bolstered by another Creative Industries Survey question for which 139 out of 322 respondents 

indicated that “entrepreneurial and business assistance” was among the top three resources 

that could most effectively support the success of creative business or creative work.  Among the 

eight listed resources, “business assistance” trailed only “marketing and promotional assistance” 

with 190 responses and “discounted or free office or studio space rent” with 158 responses. 

“ It’s not all about art.  
The creative sector is 
not all about art.  It’s 
not even concerned 
primarily with art.  The 
creative sector is pri-
marily concerned with 
the culture of the city.“

- Rick Griffith
Graphic Designer
Owner of Matter

NEW	YORK	INDIVIDUAL	ARTIST	PROGRAM

The New York State Council on the Arts offers grants to individuals through the 

Individual Artist Program.  According to the New York State Council on the Arts, 

the grants fund the creation of new works of art in media, including film, electronic 

productions such as video, sound art, installations and other digital technologies, 

theater productions and musical compositions.  To apply, artists must be residents 

of	New	York	state	and	be	fiscally	sponsored	by	a	nonprofit	organization,	an	Indian	

tribe or a local government agency.  Grant funds are awarded to the sponsoring 

organization,	which	must	disseminate	the	funds	to	the	artist.		Grant	proposals	must	

meet several evaluative criteria, including proof of artistic merit, effect on the artist’s 

career development, economic feasibility and value to the public.  
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As a major urban area, Denver residents have access to many business assistance tools.  A 

few public resources currently available in Denver include:

Denver Office of Economic Development (DOED): This city agency provides a wide range 

of services to promote business in Denver.  The Business Assistance Center’s services include 

consulting on the regulatory process, advisement on obtaining various licenses, registrations 

and permits and real estate and zoning information, as well as mentoring and financial 

assistance.  Another DOED department, Workforce Development, provides recruiting and 

talent development services for businesses.  This is particularly useful for small creative 

businesses seeking to hire technical support or a business support professional.

Colorado Small Business Development Centers (SBDC):  A function of the state’s Office 

of Economic Development and International Trade, the Colorado SBDC network provides free 

one-on-one counseling services in many areas of business, including feasibility analysis and 

business plan preparation.  Local SBDCs, including the Denver location in Lower Downtown, 

offer free and low-cost seminars and workshops in the areas of legal, sales, marketing, 

finance and management.

Denver Office of Cultural Affairs (DOCA):  DOCA’s Create Denver initiative is a sector-

based strategy that includes, among other things, technical assistance and advocacy.  

Programs include a revolving loan fund to help creative enterprises access capital and a 

creative space agent web portal.

Art Students League of Denver (ASLD):  Founded in 1987, the ASLD is a membership-

based, nonprofit organization that offers art instruction and is open to individuals of all abilities.  

Classes in drawing, painting, sculpture, and ceramics are available, as well as instruction in 

the “Business of Art.” The ASLD also makes studio space available to members.

“ It has been interest-
ing to work with the 
Department of Cultural 
Affairs and to work with 
people in the creative 
sector because I have 
found that it is actually 
growing quite fast and 
I like the initiative that 
the people in the right 
places are taking—peo-
ple in government, the 
people with DOCA. . . . 
I think that art is every-
thing.  I mean if you 
don’t have that, it’s the 
fiber of your culture and 
if you don’t have that, 
you’re sterile and you’re 
missing a big piece of a 
community.”

- Tim Leonard
Zerosun Pictures

•		Arts	&	Business	Council	of	Chicago	

•		Arts	Bridge	

•		Chicago	Cultural	Network

•		!!Arts	Flash!!	

•		Spotlight	on	Chicago

CHICAGO RESOURCES FOR THE ARTS

Local government support encourages opportunities that increase access to the 

creative industries and assist in developing successful financial structures leading to 

economic growth and prosperity. Chicago has implemented various programs aimed 

at bringing together arts-focused groups and non-profit service providers in order 

to create greater visibility of the creatives through unique programs.  Funded and 

established by the Chicago Department of Cultural Affairs, the Arts Management 

Services Providers coordinates these various programs, which include some of the 

following:
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Resources Available Through Incubators 

The majority of respondents (82%) had not participated in a creative incubator, defined as “an 

entity organized to deliver support services during a business start-up phase”.  This indicates 

that people do not know that these programs exist or the programs are not adequate to meet 

the needs of these individuals.

Creative businesses, like any others, need time and resources and outside support in order to 

establish themselves in the marketplace.  Denver offers many opportunities and programs to 

the fledgling creatives to assist them in growing their business, including the creative business 

incubator.  For the purposes of this project, an incubator is defined as a program or community 

that inhabits a virtual or physical space utilizing shared resources with a common goal of 

fostering success amongst the participants. 

Successful creative incubators promote a culture where collaboration and inspiration can 

transpire, and where some of the economic burden of the start-up is eased through shared 

resources.  The National Business Incubator Association (NBIA) asserts two strategic principles 

that must be adhered to in order to ensure effective business incubation.  First, the incubator 

has to “aspire to have a positive impact on its community’s economic health by maximizing 

the success of emerging companies” and, second, “the incubator itself is a dynamic model of 

a sustainable, efficient business operation” (National Business Incubation Association, 2009, 

Principles, para. 2).  Therefore a successful start-up is less likely to emerge from an incubator 

which itself is not successfully functioning. 

Exploration of incubator elements and programs that benefit both the creative and the 

incubator is necessary to identify what can be done to aid this business model.  Depending on 

the stage of development, a creative business may need support and programs ranging from 

cursory to extensive.  A variety of these incubator models are available to Denver creatives.

Many incubators take a grassroots approach to the nurturing of their artists by combining 

creative development with business-building skills.  The Other Side Arts (TOSA) is an example 

where a more comprehensive incubation style is employed.  Traditional “artists” often focus on 

their creative acumen and lack the more utilitarian skills necessary to grow a business.  TOSA 

provides instruction on business building, marketing and tax preparation, as well as resource 

sharing, reduced or free studio rental and gallery space rotation.  RedLine Denver, The Dry Ice 

Factory and 910 Arts are other Denver institutions providing various levels of incubation.  Fine 

artists are not the only group of creatives that need this level of support - culinary incubators 

such as Denver’s Kitchen Network provide shared, reduced-cost kitchen space; Denver Design 

Incubator is a budding organization for fashion designers providing reduced-cost sewing 

machines, access to fabric, computers with design software, and business coaching.

Photo: RedLine Denver
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Some businesses within the creative sector do not typically require the same level of assistance 

or incubation.  Design, architecture and industrial video production are industries whose 

product (if it is of good quality) can be more financially productive.  However, getting a foothold 

in the market still requires financial discipline and inspiration.  Pared down incubators with a 

focus on atmosphere, as opposed to services, can be an invaluable commodity to the upstart 

creative.  TAXI Denver provides this ethos by offering shared resources, such as conference 

rooms and kitchens, and a hyper-creative, collaborative dynamic where innovation is in the 

air.  Cluster Studios and Green Spaces Denver also support start-up businesses with affordable 

studio or desk space and shared resources and vibrant daily life.  

Incubators are effective models for start-ups; NBIA’s research shows that 87% of small 

businesses that complete their incubation program are in business three years later, compared 

with 47% that do not go through incubation (National Business Incubation Association, 

2009, Measuring).  Denver’s incubators provide essential programs that benefit creatives, the 

economy and the community at large.  Incubators provide valuable educational programs 

and resources for beginning and established creatives to operate successfully, as well as 

outreach programs to bring art into the community.  In this way, incubators promote art within 

Denver’s economy and community.

The Other Side Arts provides resources to help their creatives promote their products in the 

marketplace.  Creatives who can successfully promote their art are able to both support 

themselves financially and to promote the incubator, whether by a revenue stream or by 

association.  The outcome is self-sufficient creatives and thriving incubators capable of 

developing new creatives.  Marketing, sales and business skills are typically underdeveloped in 

most self-trained and institutionally-trained creatives.  Just over 60% of the Creative Industries 

Survey respondents answered that they had created a business plan.  Lack of knowledge is the 

leading reason that respondents had not created a business plan (39%), but a large portion 

(34%) also indicated that they didn’t think it would be helpful.  Write-in answers pointed to 

other reasons: respondents had not yet made the time to do it, they were working from a 

previously-established plan or they represent non-profits and thought they had no need for a 

business plan. 

The Other Side Arts addresses this gap through its Artist Development Program.  The Artist 

Development Program is “designed to assist artists with their creative and career goals... 

providing affordable studio space, exhibitions opportunities, and development on the business 

side of art” (The Other Side Arts, 2009, sec.2).  For metal sculptor Charles Lefkowitz, the Artist 

Development Program gave him the expertise to develop relationships with interior designers 

and other markets aside from the end-users of his art.  He was able to develop a catalog 

of work that eventually brought his art into commercial venues and expanded his business.  

Photo: Timothy Hursley
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RedLine Denver’s (n.d.) Artist in Residence program is less about business skills than artistic 

development. RedLine’s program “engages artists to participate in various educational forums 

which allow them to learn new techniques and to hone their existing skills” (para. 1).  In 

addition, RedLine supports creatives by providing networking opportunities and an artistic 

community for emerging and mid-career artists to build their portfolios and take their careers 

to the next level, according to RedLine founder, Laura Menage.

Denver’s incubators also provide an opportunity for creatives to give back to the communities 

in which they live and work through various outreach programs and volunteer opportunities.  

At The Other Side Arts, the mission of the outreach program is clear: “The Outreach Program 

increases the artistic self-expression of historically underserved populations through education 

and exhibition.  TOSA collaborates with human services organizations to further its mission, 

as well as the mission of the partnering organization” (The Other Side Arts, 2009, sec. 3).  

Examples of such community outreach include Art Drop-In for Developmentally Disabled Adults 

and Under-served Breast Patient art programs.  RedLine participates in a joint program with 

Rocky Mountain College of Art + Design (RMCAD)and Denver Public Schools called E.P.I.C. 

Arts (Educational Partnership Initiative for Creative Arts).  Together, the three organizations 

have developed a “high level art curriculum” that allows students to have the opportunity to 

learn in RedLine’s artist laboratory.  RedLine also sponsors the Intelligent Movement Institute, a 

five-week summer program for high school students that combines visual arts, dance, spoken 

word, and music/media/production.  Volunteer opportunities, open shows and venue rentals 

(at low or no cost) also give the incubators’ resources back to the surrounding community.

TAXI (www.taxibyzeppelin.com) was started by developer Mickey Zeppelin and his son Kyle 

in 2000 through the reuse of a 20 acre former industrial site and the former Yellow Cab 

headquarters.  It is located in the Globeville / RiNo district of North Denver at 3455 Ringsby 

Court, just across the Platte River.  The original building (TAXI I) is 40,000 square feet of office 

space.  In 2007, TAXI II opened with 100,000 square feet of office, residential and restaurant 

space.  Currently, there is the development of the 25,000 square foot Freight Building at the 

north end of the site that is slated to open in 2010.  In the future, there is the possibility of 

expanding with TAXI 3, an ambitious 200,000 square foot project.

The concept is meant to employ aspects of environmental stability, a strong sense of community 

and mixed use architecture.  While the emphasis on environmental stability is noteworthy —  

use of recycled steel and concrete, reuse of existing industrial structures, native landscaping 

and bioswales, storage and collection of recyclable and green cleaning methodologies —  it 

is the mix of tenants, informality and shared space that creates a vibrant community that is 

such a critical component of an incubator.

Photo: The Other Side Arts

Photo: Timothy Hursley

Photo: Timothy Hursley
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The tenants currently residing at TAXI can be broken into three main categories:  Design, 

Media and Professionals.  There is a wide range of entrepreneurial businesses operating 

at TAXI in areas such as graphic design, advertising, fashion, photography, film, law and 

architecture.  Currently, there are close to 50 businesses operating at TAXI.

TAXI does not have a policy to subsidize tenancy and lets market economics determine lease 

and sale rates.  Prices to rent space can range from approximately $15 to $20 per square 

foot to over $200 per square foot for purchase.  TAXI received a grant for the Freight build-out 

from the Denver Office of Economic Development.  TAXI does not receive government grants 

for operational purposes as it is a self-sustaining, corporate structured entity.

RedLine Denver (www.redlineart.org) is a 501(c)(3) charitable organization located in the 

Curtis / Five Points neighborhood, bordering the vibrant RiNo art district of North Denver at 

2350 Arapahoe Street.  RedLine is a community-based, contemporary art center dedicated 

to supporting resident artists while providing educational outreach programs and events that 

are responsive to diverse populations.  RedlLine’s mission is to connect artists to the larger 

community.

RedLine looks to recruit emerging and mid-career visual artists to engage in the artistic process 

through active studio practice, reflection, collegial dialogue and communal involvement.  The 

resident artists are subsidized with a studio work environment for two or three-year terms with 

a new incoming and outgoing class every six months.  Currently, RedLine supports 15-20 

resident artists and another 4-5 resource artists who provide mentoring expertise for the in-

resident artists.

RedLine sponsors a number of Educational Programs that the resident artists are required to 

help support.  They include E.P.I.C. Arts, which is a partnership between RMCAD, RedLine and 

Denver area schools to collaboratively create a high-level arts curriculum, as well as learning 

from artists at RedLine.  Another program is I.M.I (Intelligent Movement Institute), which is 

an intensive community arts program that engages students between the ages of 13 and 18 

for five weeks during the summer.  I.M.I intends to offer students the opportunity and tools 

to explore, develop and showcase their talent through positive artistic expression and further 

training for career development in the areas of visual arts, dance, spoken word and music/

media/production.  Furthermore, RedLine sponsors a number of community events, social 

engagements with sponsored speakers, exhibitions and galleries.

In addition to government grants, memberships are sold to the public to help raise money for 

operational activities.  

Photo: RedLine Denver
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The Other Side Arts (TOSA) (www.theothersidearts.org) resides at 1644 Platte Drive, near 

Commons Park in Lower Highlands.  They moved into the 15,000 square foot facility in 2002.  

They also have a 9,500 square foot Aurora facility at 1400 Dallas Street near east Colfax that 

was opened in 2005.  While their initial focus was to provide free art workshops to children, 

their current mission is to educate, inspire, and empower emerging artists and underserved 

populations through visual arts programming and artist development opportunities.  There are 

currently approximately 20 artists located at the Denver TOSA location that focus on a diverse 

fine art community, much like other Denver incubators RedLine, The Dry Ice Factory and 910 

Arts.  Specifically, they facilitate the work of sculptors, furniture, design, metal workers, block 

printing, screenprinting, fashion, painting and photography.

The business model for TOSA is renting out space to local artists and then driving retail traffic 

back through the facility to support the artist.  Rental rates vary by individual space, but run 

approximately $12 per square foot for both the Denver and Aurora locations.  They offer their 

artists reduced rates on screenprinting, darkroom usage and framing. 

Currently, TOSA does not own their Denver facility and struggles with increasing rents in a 

neighborhood that has undergone tremendous change in the last decade.  TOSA’s ability to 

remain at their current location, a priority for them, is uncertain.  TOSA has received support 

in the past from the SCFD, the Denver Foundation and The National Endowment of the Arts, 

as well as from individual donors.

Serious challenges for TOSA include marketing and name recognition.  They address these 

critical areas by sponsoring Friday night gallery showings, special exhibitions, outreach 

programs, workshops and classes for cross-disciplined artists, and the community.

Photo: The Other Side Arts

INTERSECTION FOR THE ARTS, SAN FRANCISCO www.theintersection.org

Founded in the 1960s, Intersection for the Arts now incubates more than 120 emerging creatives each year.  

Intersection for the Arts produces public events and programs, including original site-specific gallery installations 

and exhibitions, performances, readings, films, workshops and community forums.  The incubator also offers 

a resident artist program as well as a variety of coursework for creatives.  The Motel and Hotel Hospitality Tax 

implemented by the City of San Francisco, a variety of foundations and grants, business sponsors, community 

partners, private benefactors and donors fund Intersection for the Arts’ programs.

In May of 2011, Intersection for the Arts will open a new space called Intersection 5M.  The Hub Bay Area, an 

international social entrepreneurs’ collective, and TechShop, a collaborative tech workshop, along with Intersection 

for the Arts, will be part of an open urban campus of for-profit and non-profit businesses, artists and entrepreneurs.  

This prototype is meant to remove boundaries and encourage collaboration and synergies across disciplines.
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Denver Design Incubator (www.denverdesignincubator.org)

The Denver Design Incubator (DDI) will be Denver’s first and only fashion design incubator, 

focused on entrepreneurial education and development to promote turning creative ideas into 

successful and sustainable businesses.  Much like Denver’s Kitchen Network, DDI provides 

a shared, reduced cost resource environment:  sewing machines, access to fabric, design 

software and business coaching.

DDI is set up to be an intensive 2-year program that will annually accept seven to 10 

applicants based on an interview by a panel of eight industry and business veterans, as well as 

their portfolio, prototypes and intended commitment.  The program will include a classroom 

curriculum, mentoring and job placement for the students.  

DDI has extracted best practice business models from leading design incubators, both nationally 

and globally, to set up a robust operating model.  This includes fundraising strategies, locating 

talent pools, community outreach and building name recognition through networking with 

local design schools and businesses.  

Additional Financial Resources

Whether respondents were business owners or independent artists, limited funding was indicated 

as the most limiting to growth for respondents (see Appendix A for complete survey results).  

This indicates recognition of the importance of business practices despite the perception that 

creatives might view financial success as conflicting with the creative process.   

Create Denver Revolving Loan Fund

The “Create Denver” initiative was developed by DOCA to help support, promote and grow 

Denver’s creative sector.  The Create Denver Revolving Loan Fund (CDRLF) is a local financing 

method funded by Community Development Block Grants (CDBG) through a joint program of 

the Denver Office of Economic Development and DOCA.  CDRLF supports the creative sector 

in the Denver area by providing working capital and technical assistance.  The CDRLF defines 

creative enterprises as non-profit and for-profit organizations that produce or sell fine art and 

handcrafts, photographic and graphic art, performance art, design and media.  The business 

or non-profit must be established and retained in the Denver area. 

The CDRLF provides loans ranging from $5,000 - $30,000, at reasonable rates with terms 

depending on the loan amount.  The funds may be used for depreciable assets or working 

capital.  Sample uses for fund money include: sound equipment, sewing machines, instruments, 

light/sound boards, software to design brochures, computers, color printers, film equipment, 

recording equipment, LP production, art supplies, shipping costs, dark room equipment, 

ticketing software, printing press, tools, website design, technology upgrades, marketing 

materials, pre-event capital, art production and space improvements.  
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The Create Denver Revolving Loan Fund Examples 

Fancy Tiger opened in 2006 as a do-it-yourself store with craft supplies and clothing for men 

and women.  In early 2008 they expanded to a second location called Fancy Tiger Clothing.  

Matthew Brown, owner, described that when they first opened they wanted to produce some 

of their own clothing through screen printing.  They looked to Create Denver to help increase 

the production level.  Banks they visited told them they probably would not qualify for business 

loans and referred them to CDRLF, who understood their vision (Create Denver, 2009).  

Walker Fine Art is a contemporary art gallery located in the Golden Triangle Museum District.  

Bobbi Walker, owner, represents regional and national artists, emerging and mid-career, who 

do work in experimental photography, mixed-media, sculpture and installation art.  Recently, 

they were facing cash-flow restrictions which were preventing them from putting adequate 

money into marketing.  With a loan from the CDRLF they were able to continue their existing 

marketing program and implement new marketing strategies(Create Denver, 2009).

Another recipient of a CDRLF loan is the owner and founder of Plus Gallery, Ivar Zeile, who 

represents both emerging and established national artists, including several Colorado artists.  

He recently used CDRLF funds to attend one of the largest art fairs in the United States, Art 

Miami.  This exclusive fair accepts only a certain number of applicants to attend the fair and 

has a rigorous application process.  The Revolving Loan money he received was used for 

travel to and from the event.  Attending the event enabled Plus Gallery to display its artists in 

front of a world market, resulting in more national exposure.  Without the loan, they would not 

have been able to attend the fair (Create Denver, 2009).

Housing and Workspace Affordability 

Nearly 70% of the Creative Industries Survey respondents are looking for a workspace that is 

separate from their living facilities.  Remarkably, more than 50% of respondents utilize their 

home to create their work, but sell it in another location.  Considering the overall average 

annual salary is $25,000 and is the primary source of income, the cost of space necessitates 

the majority of respondents to utilize their home to create.  There is a willingness to share work 

space.  

The success of the creative culture within Denver relies heavily on the ability to find and obtain 

affordable housing and work space. To foster creative growth within a community, there must 

be a range of affordable spaces to accommodate many different types of creatives.  Typically, 

creatives look beyond the immediate unit or space and are enticed by the larger neighborhood, 

community and environmental assets when forming opinions about the place.  Generally 

speaking, there are three different groups of creatives looking for affordable housing and 

work space: the established creative, the entrepreneurial creative and the emerging creative.  

Photo: Fancy Tiger Crafts

Photo: Ivar Zeile, Plus Gallery
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Each of these groups has different needs and desires as listed below.

Established Creative 

•	 Ability	to	pay	market	rate	for	work	space.

•	 Space	needs	to	suit	specific	desires.

•	 Higher	end	finishes.

Entrepreneurial Creative

•	 Ability	to	pay	lower	end	of	market	rate	for	work	space.

•	 Willing	to	sacrifice	space	for	location,	or	willing	to	sacrifice	location	for	space	

 (not able to afford both).

•	 Typically	looking	for	the	neighborhood	vibe	and	trends.

Emerging

•	 Looking	for	cheapest	work	space	that	fits	needs.

•	 Needs	flexible,	non-finished	space.

•	 Will	sacrifice	most,	if	not	all,	amenities	to	have	flexible	and	well-sized	space.

By understanding that there are three different groups of creatives looking for housing and 

work space, it is not possible to talk about affordability in general terms.  To understand 

affordability for all three groups, a much more detailed study needs to be undertaken (which 

is out of the scope of this project).  However, the programs, policies and financial resources 

listed in the following pages address both work space and housing affordability in general 

terms.  Currently, some of these programs are not specifically targeted to benefit the creatives, 

but they are available to all creatives that meet the necessary requirements and should be 

utilized for work space and housing affordability.

Community Development Corporations (CDC)

Community development corporations (CDC) are typically tax-exempt 501(c)(3) organizations 

formed for the purpose of fostering community investment and development.  This tax status enables 

organizations to accept tax-deductible contributions.  CDCs can be useful for the following:

1. Targeting specific development projects.

2. Providing access to various funding sources for both development and operations 

through charitable and governmental grant programs, and generating income from 

both development and providing ongoing services.

3. Allowing operation outside of established assessment districts or other restrictions.

The Downtown Denver Partnership has an existing CDC subsidiary called Denver Civic Ventures 

(DCV).  For nearly 30 years, DCV has participated in a variety of economic development 

initiatives in Downtown Denver including the creation of a multi-bank lending pool for small 

businesses, development of a Downtown building and raising revenue to fund the 2007 

Downtown Area Plan (Progressive Urban Management Associates, 2010).

Photo: Ironton Studios and Gallery
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Tax Increment Financing (TIF)

Tax Increment Financing (TIF) is a public financing mechanism to capture the net new or 

incremental taxes that are created when a vacant or underutilized property is redeveloped 

and uses those revenues to help finance the project.  The incremental taxes may be from the 

resultant increased sales taxes or increased property taxes.  In Denver, TIF funds are allocated 

through the Denver Urban Renewal Authority (DURA).  With TIF, DURA is able to capture the 

net new/incremental increase in revenue and the original taxing entities continue to receive 

(appreciation-adjusted) revenue as if the site has never been redeveloped. The Colorado 

Revised Statutes allow DURA to capture and pledge the resultant incremental revenues for up 

to 25 years.  In practice, DURA captures these revenues only until the identified financing gap 

associated with the project has been satisfied or 25 years, whichever is less.

TIF funded projects have historical success in contributing to the overall improvement of 

formerly blighted neighborhoods.  In many cases, TIF redevelopments are catalysts for reviving 

neighborhoods.  This creates the “perfect storm” of opportunity and economic diversity.  Blighted 

neighborhoods have low lease or purchase cost per square foot, either in ownership or rental.  

A redevelopment in a blighted neighborhood is likely to increase the overall attractiveness of 

the neighborhood and therefore drive up the cost per square foot.  Although one of the key 

criteria DURA looks at before granting TIF funds is whether the project serves a public purpose 

which includes creating new jobs, public schools, parks and housing, improving the quality 

of life, and creating public art, TIF funds are not designed as a tool specifically for creatives.  

Other cities, however, use TIF as a vehicle to directly benefit creatives.  

A few of the projects in Denver that have received assistance from DURA through tax increment 

financing include the Lowenstein Theatre, Dahlia Square in Park Hill and R.E.I.

Photo: Denver Urban Renewal Authority

Photo: Denver Urban Renewal Authority

CREATIVE ECONOMY TAX INCREMENT FINANCING DISTRICT – PORTLAND, MAINE 

In 2008, Portland, Maine, established the first use of tax increment financing to provide 

a funding mechanism for investing in the city’s creative economy and to stimulate 

public private partnerships for urban renewal.  At that time, it was the first TIF program 

of its kind.  The Portland TIF provides that as improvements are made in the designated 

Arts District, a portion of the incremental property tax revenue due to renovation or 

new construction benefits the Arts District and Portland’s creative economy.  Eighteen 

months into the program, the TIF had generated over $50,000; of that $50,000, 

$30,000 was set aside to benefit the Creative Portland Corporation. The Creative Portland Corporation was created 

to raise matching funds from the community and establish a board and work plan to further Portland’s creative 

economy (Tomlinson, 2009 para 3).
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Colorado Housing and Finance Authority
The Colorado Legislature established the Colorado Housing and Finance Authority (CHFA) in 
1973 as an independent non-profit organization to address the affordable housing shortage 
in the state.  CHFA began making loans to small and medium sized businesses in 1982.  
CHFA engages in direct lending and partners with other financial institutions on a variety of 
programs.  CHFA issues bonds that are not obligations of the State of Colorado.  It uses the 
funds generated from such bond sales to make loans to low and moderate income homebuyers, 
affordable multifamily housing developers and small and medium sized businesses.

CHFA makes mortgage loans to low and moderate income home purchasers.  Loans are 
fixed rate, 30-year, first mortgage loans.  CHFA also offers second mortgage loans for down 
payment and closing cost assistance.  In addition, CHFA participates in the development and 
construction of new affordable housing units and preservation of existing affordable housing 
stock.  CHFA is Colorado’s only allocating agency for federal Low Income Housing Tax Credits 
(LIHTC).  This program can help developers secure equity investments for affordable apartment 
development projects.  CHFA’s favorable loan programs and underwriting guidelines can be 
used to build or renovate units for lower income individuals through lower fixed interest rates 
on long term financing than might otherwise be available in the market for such projects.

Targeted at established businesses, CHFA’s small business loan program’s lower equity 
requirements and long term fixed rates can facilitate reinvestment of capital and help strengthen 
business operations and financial stability.  Loan proceeds can be used to finance owner-
occupied commercial real estate and equipment.  In addition, manufacturing companies 
can take advantage of CHFA’s Manufacturing Bond program to expand their facilities.  This 
program targets manufacturers who assemble, fabricate or process a product for resale.  
Over $100 million in bonds have been issued through this program in the past ten years. 

Although the above-listed CHFA programs do not specifically target the creative industries, all 
such programs are available to serve the creative community.  For example, creatives desiring 
to purchase homes could be eligible for CHFA’s mortgage loans for low and moderate income 
homebuyers.  Similarly, CHFA could allocate LIHTCs to projects in areas where municipalities 
or regional governing authorities are attempting to encourage creative industry development 
enabling affordable housing options in those areas.  Creative industries also can take 
advantage of CHFA’s business loan program.  

THE CURIOUS THEATRE COMPANY

The Curious Theatre Company was founded in 1997.  It produces a number of plays each season and sponsors “Curious 
New	Voices,”	a	developmental	project	for	young	playwrights	in	the	Denver	area.		In	partnership	with	Denver’s	Office	of	
Economic Development, CHFA provided long term fixed rate financing for The Curious Theatre Company’s acquisition 
of a commercial building located on Acoma Street in Denver.  Since its purchase of this building, The Curious Theatre 
Company has installed new seating and added a bar/lounge area, enhancing the overall experience for its patrons 
(Curious Theatre Company, n.d.).
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Temporary Space

Overall, 71% of the Creative Industries Survey respondents were interested in using temporary 

space.  A space between 100 and 625 square feet was the most desirable for respondents 

(total of 66%).  Spaces that were larger (2,500 square feet and over) were significantly less 

desirable.  A consistent location was preferred over one that moved around within Downtown 

Denver for 68% of respondents.  Inability to pay for temporary space was the chief hindrance 

for using temporary space for survey respondents.

Pop-Up Retail

A pop-up store is a great example of the creative use of temporary space in an effort to create 

a unique environment for sales, exhibitions, brand awareness, exclusivity and buzz.  The 

concept of pop-up stores has been in existence for the better half of the last decade, and has 

gained increasing popularity in the last few years as the national economic recession created 

numerous opportunities with empty retail space across the country.  Today, landlords are more 

accepting of the concept as a result of the economic conditions, due in large part to the 

success and publicity of the concept around the country.  The concept seems to work well in 

what others have dubbed the Experience Economy, or the Surprise Economy, that capitalizes 

on surprising customers with new experiences and appealing to exclusivity due to the limited 

lifespan in an effort to build the unique brand of the company.    

The reasons behind the creative use of pop-up retail space vary from the need to sell a product 

to creating excitement and pure marketing.  The reason it works is largely because of the 

collaboration between two businesses looking to optimize their resources and take advantage 

of shared resources to increase their collective bottom line.  Major national corporations like 

Target, Toys ’R’ Us, Delta Airlines (Song), and Ebay have seen success in short lease retail 

environments.  International boutique retail concepts like the mobile London Fashion Bus, and 

exclusive one-off, hard-to-find vacant retail stores look to capitalize on peaking the curiosity 

of their customers to drive demand in a ‘limited time only’ event.  The concept is not strictly 

dedicated to retail, either – LudoBites is a local temporary restaurant concept developed in Los 

Angeles and is currently enjoying the success of their fifth iteration of the concept by selling out 

online reservations before the temporary restaurant opens.

The benefits of a pop-up gallery, retail or restaurant concept vary widely.  Several benefits for 

the retail owner include gaining valuable exposure with minimal investment and overhead 

cost, low risk entry to the market in a short term lease arrangement and strategic marketing 

to specific market niches or demographics.  On the flip side, several benefits exist for the 

property owner to offer pop-up stores as well.  These may include additional revenue streams 

from surprise customers, flexibility without the need to commit to a long-term lease duration 

and the intangible benefits of adding life and vitality to an otherwise underutilized space.

THINGS TO CONSIDER 
When Looking for 
Temporary Space:

Resume and Bio
Portfolio/Samples
Installation Narrative and 
Sketches
Location selection (Size, 
Lighting, Visibility, Common 
Space, Storage, Amenities, 
Accessibility)
Lease (Duration, Rental 
Price, Commissions, 
Turn Over Requirements, 
Staffing, Repairs)
Insurance
Funding/Grants/Loan 
Program
Code Compliance and 
Permitting Requirements
Press Release/Social 
Networking
Legal Services

Photo: Matthew Novak

Photo: Matthew Novak
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The concept of pop-up stores is being creatively adapted to the unique offerings of Denver.  

YesPleaseMore stands out as a local example enjoying the success of their second installment 

of the pop-up retail concept and is currently working on version 3.0 in a new location.  

YesPleaseMore sells 100% Colorado-designed goods, including furniture, clothing and 

apparel, paper goods, jewelry and more.  Through their powerful creative industry network of 

contacts, they support the local creative economy by providing co-work space in a collaborative 

environment and hosting events and workshops within their store. YesPleaseMore intends to 

issue their first micro-grant for the winner of their online creative idea contest.  Through 

hard work and a partnership with Gart Properties, both YesPleaseMore and Gart Properties 

view the second installment located within the Denver Pavilions in Downtown Denver as a 

success.  It should be noted, however, that there are numerous challenges and roadblocks 

encountered by property owners and users when trying to use temporary space for pop-up 

retail or restaurant use.  

In terms of operational logistics, a creative entrepreneur may not have all of the tools and 

resources necessary to understand how a business plan is put together.  While a full business 

plan is not necessary to utilize temporary space to promote a new idea or product, certain 

things will be required.  Liability insurance, press kits and a lease agreement will have to be 

in place before a concept is approved and occupancy is granted.  These types of agreements 
between insurance carriers and tenants are a new concept, so having an experienced team 
member or resources for legal review are critical to successful negotiation.  Additionally, many 
laws, ordinances, rules and regulations present obstacles to occupying temporary space.  It 
is important to note that life safety codes, including building codes and zoning codes, along 

Chicago Pop-Up Art Loop  www.popupartloop.com

The Chicago Pop-Up Art Loop is an initiative of the Chicago Loop Alliance (CLA) to create partnerships between artists 
and property owners to transform vacant real estate into temporary exhibition sites.  This program is focused within the 
Loop neighborhood -- the historic commercial center of downtown Chicago -- and home to many cultural sites, including 
Grant Park, The Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago Symphony Orchestra, the central public Harold Washington Library and 
Chicago Cultural Center.  This program is coordinated solely through the CLA.  The Department of Cultural Affairs does 
not	oversee	the	program,	but	helps	to	consult	with	neighborhood	organizations	to	support	Pop-Up	Art.		The	Department	
of Cultural Affairs’ position is that local entities such as CLA will have more success persuading neighborhood property 
owners to donate space than would a government entity.

The CLA launched the pilot Pop-Up Art Loop program in November 2009 with three gallery locations in temporary 
exhibition sites inside vacant storefronts, window space and public spaces.  The exhibitions typically run for two months 
in order to avoid business permit requirements.  Creatives are responsible for renovating the space as needed for their 
exhibition and returning the space in an acceptable condition.  Creatives must also be prepared to remove artwork within 
ten days should the space be rented.  For property owners, the Pop-Up Art Loop program is an opportunity to market 
vacant property, in an exciting new way, to prospective tenants.  Additional benefits of donating vacant space include 
increased pedestrian traffic and positive economic development.
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with local and federal handicap accessibility guidelines have to be met to protect the safety, 
health and well-being of occupants.  Property owners and temporary space users can consult 
with city inspectors and local design professionals to ensure that the spaces people intend to 
occupy for pop-up use can support the anticipated capacity.  

Vacant Storefront Program
Many vacant storefront windows are eyesores that attract graffiti and vandalism creating a 
negative pedestrian experience.  They can also send a message to potential lessees that the 
building is not cared for and may not be such a desirable location for them to open a business.  
Placing artwork in these windows activates the space, enhances the pedestrian environment, 
deters graffiti and vandalism, and literally throws physical and perceived light on the street.  
It makes the property more welcoming and, in turn, leasable.  High-profile locations for 
local artists to display their work provide artists unprecedented exposure.  It also reflects very 
positively on the property owner/leasing agent who gains some instant street credibility and 
major points on the civic-mindedness “scoreboard.” 

The Downtown Denver Business Improvement District Vacant Window Program is managed 
by the Downtown Denver Partnership.  In an effort to enhance the pedestrian environment, the 
Downtown Denver Business Improvement District (BID) assists in the installation of adhesive, 
graffiti-resistant posters on the outside of vacant storefront properties with the agreement of 
property owners and managers.  The BID typically pays 25% of the printing, window cleaning 
and mounting costs, with the nonprofit organization picking up the other 75%.  The posters 
activate the space, making it more welcoming and making the property more attractive to 
potential leasers.  Only nonprofit and cultural arts organizations are eligible to promote 
themselves with these spaces.

The BID Vacant Window Program falls in a gray area for the current City and County of 
Denver signage guidelines.  The temporary signage ordinance says that the signage can only 

Before

After

Storefronts Seattle  www.storefrontsseattle.wordpress.com

Storefronts	Seattle	started	in	early	2010	and	is	managed	by	Shunpike,	a	non-profit	organization	that	helps	small	and	mid-
sized	arts	groups	to	better	manage	the	business	aspects	of	art.		Shunpike’s	mission	is	to	create	a	vibrant	and	diverse	local	
arts	community	where	arts	groups	of	all	sizes	can	thrive.		Storefronts	Seattle	is	a	community-driven	effort	to	help	revitalize	
Seattle’s historic Pioneer Square and Chinatown-International District neighborhoods by bringing vibrancy, activity and 
light to otherwise vacant spaces and sparsely populated streetscapes.  With input from a steering committee of creatives, 
businesspeople and government agencies, Storefronts Seattle has a vested interest in the health of its neighborhoods and 
the local art scene. 

Shunpike matches creatives to storefronts based on the creatives’ specific needs.  Creatives who provide a static art 
display that remains in a storefront window for three months received a stipend.  Creatives who use vacant spaces for 
rehearsal, performance, studio space, or to launch a creative business do not receive a stipend, but do not pay any rent 
for the space.  Property owners donate space in exchange for mention in press material.  Shunpike is the primary lessee, 
and they sublease to the creatives.

Before

After

Photos: Downtown Denver Partnership



2010 Downtown Denver Leadership Program Page 29

be up for 45 days and must advertise what’s located on the property.  Permanent signage 
requires application, processing fees and review, which could cripple the program due to time 
and budget constraints. 

Creative Space Agent
Creative Space Agent is a free web portal designed to match creatives with temporary or 
permanent work space.  The web site was launched in 2008 as part of the DOCA’s Create 
Denver initiative.  The site is an online directory populated with information identified by:  
Need Space, Post Space and Need People.  The goal of this website is to enable individuals 
and businesses to find space to create; enable businesses and organizations to post space 
offered for creative use; and promote rental spaces where special creative amenities are 
provided.

Creatives looking for specific space can search available spaces by short term rentals, leases 
or purchase, and also by the type of work that will be done in the space.  The site then searches 
through posted spaces for potential matches.  Advertised spaces vary from performance or 
rehearsal venues, to exhibition space to studios and live/work units.  Spaces from theaters to 
churches and warehouses to retail spaces targeted toward creative enterprises are encouraged 
to enlist in the program.  Information about the spaces includes photos, written descriptions 
and amenities, square footages and rental costs.  The Need People directory provides a 
location to post requests for business partners, calls for artists and open model calls.  While 
this is just a small example of the types of requests posted to the directory, Creative Space 
Agent recognizes that the creatives in Denver do not just need space, they also share needs.

The 16th Street Mall in Downtown Denver is one of the top tourist destinations in the city.  
Offering shopping, dining, entertainment and free transportation, along with its proximity to 
Lower Downtown, Coors Field and the Theater District, make the Mall prime real estate. The 
Mall is a stage for a variety of creatives, including street performers and food vendors.  Permits 
and licenses are required to obtain outdoor space on the Mall for one-year terms.   While a 
one-year lease term may not be the best option for some creatives, there are opportunities for 
a sponsor to hold the lease for the space and feature different artists throughout the year on a 
revolving basis.  The payment of the lease could be provided by each artist during their time 
in the space or could be an arrangement through a revenue generating agreement between 
the artist and lease holder.  This is just one example of opportunities available to creatives 
interested in obtaining temporary space on the 16th Street Mall.

Photos: Downtown Denver Partnership
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Denver has several key characteristics of its current creative infrastructure that it can leverage 
in building its brand as the Creative Capital of the Rocky Mountain West.  The success of its 
grass roots approach and its vast array of cultural organizations and arts districts will provide 
the foundation for moving from a purely event-based marketing approach to one that includes 
a long-term branding strategy centered on the creative sectors as a whole.  As the concept 
of urbanization provides insights into Denver’s growth, it is also clear that the strength of the 
brand of the creative industries will play an important role in the overall brand of the city. 

Locally Grown Creativity

A large component of Denver’s creative brand is driven by locally grown creativity.  Denver’s 
location, far from the coastal cities that are more commonly recognized for their creative 
brands, necessitates the fostering of locally produced creativity.  Over the years, Coloradans 
have developed a strong sense of “keeping it local.”  As a result, each of the art districts 
within Denver has developed their own unique brand that preserves the essence of the 
neighborhoods where they reside. These districts provide residents and visitors with a variety 
of galleries, museums, annual events and first Friday festivals. Separately, they all have their 
own brand of character.  Collectively, they are at the center of the pulse that drives Denver’s 
creative brand.

Arts District on Santa Fe – This district has the largest concentration of art galleries in 
Colorado.

Golden Triangle Museum District – This is a very culturally-stimulating neighborhood 
with eight of Denver’s museums contained within it.

RiNo – This rapidly growing district is the newest in Denver with a remarkable diversity of 
creative businesses.

Cherry Creek North – This premiere shopping and dining neighborhood is also home to 
one of the largest annual art celebrations in the country.

Tennyson Street Cultural District – Tucked away in a neighborhood west of Downtown 
Denver with a growing number of galleries displaying art from local artists, this is a truly 
integrated economic district with galleries, shops, restaurants, commercial and residential 
real estate.

Navajo	Street	Art	District	– Another district showcasing local artists, this district is tucked away 
in the lower Highlands area of Denver. This area is one of the best kept secrets in Denver.

Another less than traditional creative sector for which Denver has developed a strong brand is 
craft beer making.  It is common to walk into a Denver bar and find local beers on tap.  With 
over two dozen breweries in the metro area, Denver is number one in the nation in per capita 
beer production.  People from all over the country and world visit Denver to tour its many large 
and small breweries, like Great Divide and Breckenridge, and taste numerous flavors of craft 

Photo:Westword

“	 Artists	recognize	when	
businesses support 
them and have beauti-
ful art and have art 
that inspires and en-
hances the workplace.  
So, not only supporting 
us in your homes but 
supporting us in places 
of business is a huge, 
huge help.”  

 - Sharon Bond Brown, 
Pattern Shop Owner, Painter 

Photo:Wynkoop Brewery
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beers.  Nearby cities like Fort Collins, Golden and Boulder prop up Denver’s brewing industry 
with famous beer-makers like New Belgium - maker of Fat Tire - Avery, Left Hand and Coors.  

Supplementing Denver’s well-established brand as the brewing capital of the U.S. are the nu-
merous beer festivals hosted in the city each year.  At the Great American Beer Fest, beer-lovers 
can choose from over 2,000 different ales and lagers.  Smaller festivals include the winter and 
summer brew festivals and Oktoberfest.  Before competing on the national market, many brew-
ery owners began as homebrewers.  Homebrewing is a popular pastime in Denver that supports 
an unconventional expression of creativity.  With such a high concentration of homebrewers, it is 
not surprising that the American Homebrewers Association is located in Colorado.

Arts	and	Cultural	Organizations

Denver supports arts and culture: “Denver is a culturally vibrant city with over 300 large and 
small arts and cultural organizations” (Denver Office of Cultural Affiars, 2010, Art, para. 2). 
This is due in large part to the SCFD.  Over the past 20 years, the City and County of Denver 
has installed over 150 works of art under its Public Art Program.  Denver also offers a rich 
array of publicly accessible cultural events.  From large, revenue-driven city and corporate 
sponsored events to community-based, grassroots and underground experiences, Denver 
offers just about anything and everything available with the arts for the general public.  In their 
own right, each of these organizations, public displays and events have developed a strong 
brand for themselves. However, the city has yet to develop the connective thread that leverages 
the investments each of these has made to build a “One brand, one Denver” approach to 
marketing our city as the Creative Capital of the Rocky Mountain West.

Building and Marketing Denver’s Creative Brand

Informal Internet research turns up various top ten lists for “Best Cities for Creatives” that take 
into account different rating factors.  Some of the lists are subsets of “Best Places to Live” 
and evaluate factors such as cost of living, school systems, unemployment rates and public 
transportation.  However, research focused on the creative workforce, evaluates factors such 
as a vibrant cultural community and a low cost of living.  In several cases, the lists were broken 
out into best places for individual creative pursuits, such as best cities for chefs or best cities 
for designers.  In spite of the varying factors taken into account that should reflect favorably on 
Denver, it did not appear in any of the top ten lists.  While few would argue that Denver can 
compete with cities the size of New York or Los Angeles, Denver does have a vibrant cultural 
community, solid support for creatives in the city government, an extremely diverse and lively 
music scene, multiple established art districts and a reasonable cost of living.  So perhaps 
what is missing for Denver is a focus on development of a reputation for being a creative 
center.  More focused advertising of the city’s advantages and support for creatives would 
bring attention to what Denver has to offer and could increase its reputation as a city attractive 
to the creative workforce.

Diversity of Happenings  
in Denver in 2010

VISIT DENVER

•	Denver	Arts	Week

•	 Restaurant	Week

•	Mile	High	Holidays

•	City	Park	Jazz

Department of Cultural 

Affairs (DOCA) - City and 

County of Denver

•	Doors	Open	Denver

•	Outdoor	Concerts	and	

Festivals (Five Points 

Jazz,	Skyline	Lunchtime	

Concerts, Latin Rhythms, 

Colorado Symphony  

Orchestra Concerts) 

•	One	Book	One	Denver

•	 Biennial	of	the	Americas

Community and/or 

Privately Funded Events

•	Denver	Plein	Air	

•	 First	Friday	Artwalk

•	Denver	Post	Underground	

Music Showcase/West-

word Music Showcase

•	Denver	Chalk	Art	Festival	

•	 Cherry	Creek/	Downtown	

Denver Arts Festival

•	 Starz	Film	Festival	

•	 Black	Arts	Festival

•	Gay	Pride	Festival



2010 Downtown Denver Leadership Program Page 32

One might think that coordination and funding for marketing and branding Denver’s arts and 
culture lies somewhere within the City and County of Denver.  However, according to Steve 
Sander, Strategic Marketing Director for the City and County of Denver, the city only recently 
implemented a marketing department — a small one with a small budget — that serves as 
a brand steward and manager.  It is set up as “event-based marketing,” meaning specific 
events have a marketing budget attached to them. The marketing department supports city-
wide initiatives, such as the new B-Cycle bicycle sharing program, but there are little to no 
marketing funds dedicated to developing a long-term branding strategy as a creative city. 

The same expectation also exists with DOCA, whose mission is to “advance the arts and 
culture in the City and County of Denver” (Denver Office of Cultural Affairs, 2010, Art , 
para. 1).  However, this mission includes, again, only event-based marketing and promotional 
opportunities, according to Pauline Herrera, Communications & Marketing Director for DOCA, 
DOCA does not serve as the strategic marketing and branding arm for the arts and culture of 
the city as a whole.  Create Denver, which is under DOCA, was implemented as an economic 
development tool for creative industries and a method for creative industries to receive more 
business-level support, not as a marketing and promotional arm of DOCA (Denver Office of 
Cultural Affairs, 2010, Welcome).

Perhaps the greatest expectations for marketing and branding are placed on VISIT DENVER, 
the city’s convention and visitor bureau (n.d.).  VISIT DENVER is a nonprofit trade association 
responsible for marketing metro Denver as a convention and leisure destination.  

“The Bureau is contracted by the City & County of Denver to act as the official marketing 
agency for Denver.  It is governed by a board of directors, and employs a staff of 
more than 60 professionals.  VISIT DENVER is funded from both private (membership, 
advertising and sponsorship) and public sources (voter-approved lodging tax).  In 
2009, the Bureau had a budget of $12 million, which was derived from 2.75 percent 
of the lodger’s tax in the City and County of Denver, from advertising and private 
fundraising and from the membership fees the Bureau collects from its nearly 1,200 
business members” (para. 2).

According to Jayne Buck, Vice President of Tourism at VISIT DENVER, “60 percent of visitors to 
Denver are leisure travelers visiting family and friends.”  VISIT DENVER is a primary resource 
to market arts and culture opportunities in Denver.  It also sponsors events to increase the 
visibility of arts and culture among local residents, such as Denver Arts Week.  “People who 
seek out culture are looking for a ‘sense of place,’” said Buck. “We want to show Denver as 
an innovative place, and innovative means creative,” said Buck.  “Arts are for everyone, yet 
not everyone has access,” Buck said.  VISIT DENVER is trying to solve any issues with “access 
to arts” with its “Denver 2 for 1 Tix” promotion through the VISIT DENVER website, along with 
the Denver 365 events calendar, in which any cultural institution can post their programming 
and events.  VISIT DENVER’s website also features signature cultural destinations, as does its 
printed visitor guides.

Photo: Downtown Denver Partnership
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The recommendations below were developed through research by the DDLP. Each 
recommendation is accompanied by a list of action items to more clearly articulate the 
recommendation and the overall strategy. These recommendations serve as a guide for Denver 
and the community to pursue over the next several years to position Denver as the Creative 
Capital of the Rocky Mountain West. 

Provide greater resources for creative entrepreneurs to continually grow business and 

career development skills. 

•	Create	 virtual	 incubators	 and	 promote	 existing	 incubators	 that	 can	 provide	 business	
training and career development skills. 

•	Provide	a	centralized	resource	 that	would	provide	 information	on	current	credit-based	
educational opportunities, including coursework available without prerequisites.

•	Encourage	members	of	the	creative	work	force	to	seek	out	or	establish	clubs,	associations	
or other organizations to the greatest extent possible. 

•	Offer	business-related	seminars	at	low	or	no	cost	to	the	public.	

A virtual incubator would encompass a program or a community that inhabits a virtual space 
with a common goal of fostering success among the participants through shared resources.  
A virtual incubator would allow the participants to take advantage of many of the same 
opportunities available with a physical model, such as retail sales, community forums and 
educational opportunities, at a much smaller cost.  In fact, many physical incubators, such as 
The Arts Incubator of Kansas City, leverage a virtual incubator in addition to a physical one.  

While many of the higher education centers offer practical coursework for creatives to gain 
business skills, there is difficulty in identifying actual classes focusing on these topics.  Relevant 

1

The	Arts	Incubator	of	Kansas	City	www.artsincubatorkc.org

One	example	of	a	successful	national	incubator	is	The	Arts	Incubator	of	Kansas	City	(AIKC).		Located	in	Kansas	City,	MO,	
AIKC	is	located	in	the	historic	Bauer	Machine	Works	building	that	was	built	in	1903.		The	idea	for	the	Incubator	came	from	
sculptor	Jeff	Becker	in	2000,	and	was	inspired	by	the	business	incubation	model,	as	well	as	The	Torpedo	Factory	Art	Center	
in	Virginia.		The	goal	of	AIKC	is	to	turn	artistic	passions	into	successful	careers.		The	unique	32,000	square	foot	facility	never	
closes, and maintains 47 active artist studios.  Facility resources include individual studio space, the Incubator Event Loft, the 
INKubator	Press,	a	conference	room,	administrative	offices,	a	library,	common	workspaces,	shops,	equipment	for	various	
mediums	and	the	Cocoon	Gallery.		The	Cocoon	Gallery	was	voted	KC	Mag’s	“Best	Independent	Art	Gallery	of	2010”	and	
salutes	the	achievements	of	both	local	and	national	artists	by	sponsoring	art	competitions,	juried	art	shows	and	exhibition	
galleries.  

Members of the Incubator are motivated by the peer atmosphere and the myriad of programs and layers of accountability that 
are	built	into	the	incubator’s	structure.		Member	creatives	are	required	to	complete	the	Kauffman	Foundation’s	Entrepreneurial	
Fastrac	for	new	ventures	program.		They	must	also	attend	ArtBiz,	a	12-week,	in-house	professional	development	program	
that specifically addresses the challenges of an art career. The Arts Incubator also features a program called Hello Art, which 
connects member collectors, galleries and art lovers to individual member artists in a virtual setting.

Photo: Downtown Denver Partnership
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coursework is usually embedded within a degree program – often not identified, but rather 
a component of a course -- “how to” topics -- such as contracts, marketing and accounting.  
A centralized resource, housed within DOCA (or another organization), could maintain a 
current “one-stop-shop” that would provide creatives with the knowledge of where credit-
based educational opportunities exist. 

Also, course offerings that allow creatives to retrain without the inhibiting factors of prerequisite 
structures would be of great value.  Certain institutions may not desire to provide this as it would 
be in conflict with their mission.  Certainly, on the community college level it would be possible.  
An example of a higher education response to this need would be Metropolitan State College of 
Denver’s “Artrepreneurship” course through their Center for Innovation.  With no prerequisites 
the course makes a crucial link between creative practice and marketing. 

Since DOCA is well-connected with the creative community and the business enterprises that 
evolve in that sector, it might act as a clearinghouse for the varied business services available 
in Denver.  DOCA might also seek to establish volunteer advisory services with private sector 
professionals in the areas of law and finance.  For instance, private endeavors such as the 
Colorado Lawyers for the Arts have sought to assist creative enterprises with technical, non-
creative issues.  Creating these linkages and providing easily accessible information might further 
the success of the creative workforce acting as sole proprietors or owners of very small firms.

Beyond DOCA and educational programs, the greatest resource for the creative workforce 
may be the creative workforce itself.  The DDLP Creative Industries Survey results indicate that 
almost a third of the creatives surveyed are working for businesses that have been operating in 
Denver for more than ten years.  The institutional knowledge of these long-standing businesses 
is invaluable.  While business models and business characteristics may vary widely within and 
among the various creative sectors, members of the creative workforce should seek to learn 
from one another and to support one another.  

Members of the creative workforce should seek out or establish clubs, associations and other 
organizations as much as possible.  Even groups established primarily as social networks 

CREATIVE SANTA FE

Funded	by	the	City	of	Santa	Fe,	Creative	Santa	Fe	is	a	nonprofit	organization	dedicated	to	
increasing	awareness	and	involvement	in	Santa	Fe’s	creative	industries.		The	organization	
is largely focused on the following areas: business development and training, live-work 
initiatives, exhibition activities, community outreach, youth programs, healthcare resources, 
financing resources and promotional marketing (Creative Santa Fe, 2005).  The resources 
are	 categorized	accordingly;	 small	 business	assistance,	 state	and	 local	 resources,	 loans	
and grants, business incubators, resources and training, residences and apprenticeship, 
New Mexico events, newsletters and other useful links.  The site acts as a one-stop-shop 
for creatives living and working in Santa Fe to access a broad set of resources and relevant 
contact information. 
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would provide members of the creative workforce with useful connections and relationships 
with other members of the workforce.  Through these connections and relationships they can 
share business advice, tools and experiences.  In addition, these groups could pool resources 
in order to access necessary business assistance or consultation.  For example, an association 
of creatives could organize seminars or talks and solicit input from experts regarding business 
loans, commercial leases, employment issues and other business matters.  

Business assistance and consultation for the creative workforce must also come from outside 
the workforce.  Organizations such as DOCA could aim to offer the types of seminars discussed 
above at low- or no-cost to the public, or could facilitate the formation of various clubs and 
associations of creatives.  For example, any existing organization could establish a simple 
website to serve as a group hub where creatives seeking to form or join a group could post 
invites and event notices. 

Promote and foster creative uses in development through public private partnerships.

•	Encourage	Denver	Civic	Ventures	to	assist	in	the	development	of	a	creative	incubator.	
•	Cluster	incubator	and	other	resources	as	an	anchor	to	foster	neighborhood	revitalization	

and future art districts.  

As part of the Denver culture where development and neighborhoods are infused with creative 
uses, the City and County of Denver, along with the people and business leaders of the city, 
must promote and encourage creative uses in development. Financing for these creative 
uses presents some challenges.  Even in economically sound times financing may not be 
readily available from financial institutions or public sources.  Uncertainty of the income 
stream and the ability to repay the debt may pose too much risk for any one organization.  
Therefore, combining public and private financing is one solution to complete a project when 
funding from individual sources is scarce.  In order to do this, there are a series of tools and 
mechanisms that should be developed and utilized to support this effort. 

2

CREATIVE ALBUQUERQUE www.creativeabq.org

Creative	Albuquerque,	a	501(c)(3)	entity,	emerged	in	January	2010	after	serving	the	arts	community	for	more	than	25	years	
as the Arts Alliance.  It transformed from the Arts Alliance based on a 2007 report by the Bureau of Business and Economic 
Research at the University of New Mexico that found that $1.2 billion in revenue is generated annually to Albuquerque and 
Bernalillo County through creative industries.  The study found that the sustainability, growth, promotion and economic 
potential	of	this	sector	were	“hampered	by	its	highly	fragmented	nature”	(Kamerick,	2009).		The	transformation	was	also	
supported by a series of town hall meetings.  The study and meetings demonstrated “the arts and cultural community’s 
desire	 for	a	powerful	central	organization	to	represent	 its	broader	 interests,	promote	 its	sustainability	and	champion	 its	
continued development.  Creative Albuquerque exists to provide these supports and, in so doing, aims to grow the creative 
economy”	(Creative	Albuquerque,	2010,	History,	para.	1).		Members	and	supporters	include	individual	artists	to	major	area	
cultural	organizations	and	museums.		Funds	are	raised	through	dues,	gifts,	and	sponsorships.		Creative	Albuquerque	also	
includes	business	development	and	tourism	industries.		The	organization	is	run	by	a	26	member	board	as	well	as	two	staff	
members, with support of a University of New Mexico College of Fine Arts “Arts Management” intern.
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Organizations such as Denver Civic Ventures have the ability to mobilize public and private 
partnerships for this purpose. Denver Civic Ventures could assist in the development of a key 
incubator within a neighborhood to stimulate creative uses and energy. Once an incubator 
is established, it can serve as a community center bringing together creatives from within the 
community and the surrounding communities.  Building off the successes of such an incubator, 
a community should cluster the neighborhood resources, including, but not limited to, grocers, 
restaurants, galleries, retail stores, bars, etc.  This helps to revitalize the neighborhood and 
build the energy and liveliness within the community. 

Activate	vacant	or	underutilized	space	and	land	through	creative	display	and	uses.	

•		Utilize	vacant	and	underutilized	city	land	as	locations	for	public	art	display,	gallery	and	
retail space. 

•		Provide	tax	credits	to	private	property	owners	who	support	public	art	display,	gallery	and	
retail space.

•		Make	it	possible	for	the	BID’s	Vacant	Storefront	Program	to	allow	windows	to	be	devoted	
to artistic expression.

•		Create	a	new	website	and	interactive	map	dedicated	to	pop-up	art	and	retail	to	promote	
temporary use of space.

One simple way to activate vacant or underutilized land is to use it as locations for a rotating 
public art display.  Not only does this benefit the artist, but it also brings a temporary use to 
city or privately-owned land.  On city-owned land, the artist would use the display as a free 
advertisement, giving their art to be displayed for a certain period of time.  In return, the city 
would assume liability on the land, as it does currently.  On private land in highly visible areas, 
incentives such as partial relief in property tax can be used to promote the display of public art.  

Similarly, vacant or underutilized property can be leased on a short-term basis to provide 
commercial space to artists for use as gallery or pop-up retail stores.  Filling these vacant 
retail spaces provide the opportunity for owners to revitalize their property while providing cost 
effective space to the creative tenants.  The property owners should be recognized for their 
contributions through local media.  We recommend the creation of a staffed position within 
DOCA to coordinate the artists, property owners and process of using temporary space.  Due 

3

Photo: Downtown Denver Partnership

CITY OF SANTA FE ARTS COMMISSION

The City of Santa Fe Arts Commission is a department within the City dedicated to supporting arts and cultural affairs for 
Santa Fe.  The City of Santa Fe Arts Commission’s long-term goals include, “(i) community-wide involvement in the arts, 
(ii)	arts	and	cultural	sustainability	and	(iii)	maintain	organization	effectiveness	of	current	programs	and	services”	(pg.	1).		
Programs are funded through a combination of bond money, grants and fundraising.  The Commission’s 2010 – 2013 Work 
Plan details the Commission’s key programs:

•		 Art	in	Public	Places	
•		 ArtWorks	

•		 Community	Gallery	
•		 Cultural	Connections	
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to the complexity of matching available space to the creatives in need, this manager would 
help to coordinate move-in, set-up, advertising and staffing of the temporary spaces.   

Vacant or underutilized storefront windows also pose opportunities for creative displays.  
Currently, only nonprofit and cultural organizations are eligible to fill vacant storefront windows 
for ads promoting the organization or some revenue-generating event.  We recommend 
that the existing BID program devote a certain percentage of the space purely for artistic 
expression. 

The creation of a new website dedicated to pop-up art and retail throughout Denver would 
promote and encourage temporary use of space.  The site could post links to participating 
galleries and temporary exhibits, including an interactive map of the city with each space 
tagged with links to exhibit information.  Along with promoting the creatives, it is important 
to recognize the contributions of property owners who donate space to the program. This 
website could be linked to, or an enhancement of, the already established Creative Space 
Agent site.

Promote public financing and private funding for arts and culture.

•	Develop	a	loan	program	funded	by	high	net-worth	 individuals,	 foundation	grants	and	
corporate contributions.

•	Create	an	arts	district	that	has	an	independent	taxing	authority	and	incentives	such	as	
relief from use, sales and/or income tax.

•	Explore	ways	to	utilize	the	increase	in	tax	revenue	created	by	Tax	Increment	Financing	
specifically for creatives.  

The Create Denver Revolving Loan Fund is a resource for creative enterprises in Denver.  
However, due to the limited funds available and lending restrictions, a complimentary loan 
program should be developed.  One solution could be a program that targets high net-worth 
individuals and companies who wish to financially support creative enterprises.  This would 
not be a grant or a charitable contribution; rather, a subsidized loan program.  The investors 
would receive a modest return on their investment and possible tax benefits.  

Colorado’s SCFD encompasses the seven county Denver metro area and is funded by a 1/10 
of 1% sales and use tax.  The City and County of Denver can create a similar district which 

CHICAGO	PARKS	DISTRICT	TO	SUPPORT	THE	ARTS

Chicago serves as a prime example of the need for sustaining industry through innovative financial means.  One of Chicago’s 
strengths	is	diversity	of	funding	sources	that	support	the	arts.		One	example	of	utilization	of	public	funding	as	a	permanent	
and predictable funding mechanism, not dependent on the availability of general fund revenues, is the creation of an arts 
district.  Chicago created the Chicago Parks District; the Parks District includes 12 neighborhood cultural centers and nine 
of Chicago’s most prominent museums, whose buildings sit on Parks District land. The Parks District is a separate taxing 
authority and is not a department or agency of the City of Chicago.  

Photo: Matthew Novak
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would include a territory of several neighborhoods in or adjacent to Downtown Denver that 
are desirable for development as artistic community centers.  Areas included in the River North 
Art District could be used as a “footprint” for such a Denver Arts district.  

In addition to having an independent taxing authority, such an arts district can provide financial 
incentives for the creatives to locate there or for the developers to invest in art.  One of the 
incentives could be relief from a use tax (a tax imposed on building materials that applies 
primarily to new construction), sales tax and/or income tax.  The creation of this type of arts 
district would require legislation on the City and County of Denver level, and perhaps the state 
level, as well. 

Another financing mechanism that could be utilized is Tax Increment Financing (TIF) through 
DURA.  Although TIF does not currently directly benefit creatives, perhaps DURA could develop 
tax increment financing specifically for creatives where a portion of the TIF-generated revenue 
would be allocated for the arts and culture within the development.  For example, the TIF 
revenue could support live/work units, community galleries and incubators to name a few. 

Develop a collaborative mechanism where arts, business and culture can come together 

to create a one brand, one Denver concept. 

•	Develop	 ongoing,	 long-term	 marketing	 and	 branding	 programs	 that	 expand	 on	 the	
current posture of event-based marketing.

•	Develop	a	cohesive	and	collaborative	approach	among	the	various	organizations	that	
already exist within each of the creative sectors. 

Arts Business Culture Denver (ABCD) is proposed as an organization that integrates the 
existing commercial, creative, government and academic sectors to brand and market 
Denver’s creative community.  ABCD would include a 501(c)(3) non-profit, organized to 
connect and promote all elements of Denver’s creative industries with the business community 
and a parallel 501(c)(6) entity to advocate and collect money in different ways.  

5

CHICAGO ARTISTS’ COALITION www.chicagoartistscoalition.org

The Chicago Artists’ Coalition (CAC) is at the forefront of artist advocacy.  Founded in 1974 by concerned artists to provide 
a bridge between visual artists and the communities in which they live and work, the CAC’s mission is to “educate the 
general public on the value of art in society while providing support, advocacy and professional development to artists in 
its community and improving artists’ living and working conditions” (Funding, para 2).  The CAC’s earned income (60% of 
its budget) comes from membership dues, attendance fees, and the sale of publications.  Additional funding comes from 
grants from private and government agencies.  Since its establishment, the CAC has advocated to establish the Percent for 
Art Bill and the predecessor to the Chicago Department of Cultural Affairs.
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“ Since I’ve been in 
Denver, it’s been a 
little different in that 
there’s a lot of really 
interesting people 
and that’s the thing 
that I’ve been trying 
to do where I work, 
is try to reach out 
to find people with 
similar agendas and 
try to work together 
cohesively. . . . There is 
a little more emphasis 
on being an individual 
and separate.  That’s 
something that we are 
trying to work on.”

- Brian Cook
Landscape Architect

The mission of the organization would be accomplished through four primary pillars:

1. Communication: Increasing connectivity, both with the creative industries and throughout 
the metro region, by collecting and distributing information from all facets of the creative 
industries.

2. Marketing: Developing and promoting a collective branding effort for the creative 
industries within the city, (e.g. “Live Music Capital”) targeted for both internal and 
external customers.  

3. Education: Coordinating the existing training and educational opportunities for business 
education to the creative industries, and partnering with other organizations or businesses 
to provide other needed job skill training.

4. Advocacy: Formulating and championing policies and funding for the creative industries 
at the municipal, regional and state level.

Denver has a solid foundation in the creative industries.  In order to achieve its goal of 
becoming the Creative Capital of the Rocky Mountain West, ABCD will foster an environment 
that will allow the creative sectors to overcome two key hurdles: marketing and industry 
disorganization.  The economic impact of the arts and cultural community in 2008 was a 
staggering $1.69 billion (Colorado Business Committee for the Arts, 2008), but it still does 
not get the critical attention that other industries receive.  

There are numerous organizations and agencies that provide support and resources for one 
aspect or another of the creative industries.  Some of these are large, like the SCFD, which last 
year gave grants of over $40 million dollars (Scientific and Cultural Facilities District, 2007); 
others may primarily give recognition, such as Westword’s Masterminds program (Calhoun, 
Froyd & Taufen, 2010).  The challenge is that there are so many organizations providing 
different types of support, and it is difficult to navigate through all of the forms and processes.  
In fact, the Colorado Council on the Arts acknowledged that this was a major hurdle in the 
growth of the creative industries (Colorado’s Creative Economy Advisory Panel 2010).

While ABCD would have a small paid staff to help facilitate the mission of the organization, 
it would be governed by a Board of Directors consisting of key business, community and 
cultural leaders to provide strategic direction and oversight.  ABCD would be funded primarily 
through memberships.  In addition, creative industries or individuals would also need to join 
the organization in order to receive benefits, though their support level would be a nominal 
annual fee.  These combined annual payments, in addition to possible grant support, would 
provide the operating funds to run the organization.
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As shown in this report, the creative sector provides economic and quality of life benefits to 
cities around the nation, including Denver and its neighborhoods.  Denver has the creative 
talent, workforce, businesses, and opportunity to be the Creative Capital of the Rocky Mountain 
West.  However, Denver cannot become a creative capital simply by imitating other creative 
cities.  Successful creative cities are characterized by their “authenticity” (Bulick, 2003). Denver 
must identify and nurture what distinguishes it from other cities in order to support the creative 
sector and to attract new creative talent.

Denver has a vibrant creative community that includes not only large cultural institutions 
but neighborhood-based theaters, galleries, museums, and studios; commercial creative 
businesses; and exciting arts districts such as Santa Fe and RiNo.  As a young city, Denver is 
still finding its way in creating a brand for itself.  The city must cultivate the existing grassroots 
creativity that already expresses itself in so many exciting ways:  small, edgy businesses, creative 
business incubators, temporary artistic spaces, brewpubs, live music clubs, communities of 
artists, craftspeople, and writers, and the neighborhoods that are the catalyst for the emerging 
Denver identity.  Community leaders and government must provide a rich and nurturing 
environment through financial support, business development assistance, and marketing 
coordination for the full flowering of these enterprises.

From this multitude of creative activities will come the sense of place that attracts a talented 
workforce, that attracts businesses looking to locate in a vibrant urban environment, that 
nurtures innovative start-ups, and that can create an unparalleled quality of life for all of 
Denver’s citizens.
 

“ Denver’s brand is 
tied to the arts in a 
profound way.  Brand 
has to rise from 
something unique 
about Denver – it 
cannot be imposed 
from the top down . . . 
the best policy makers 
can do is to nurture, 
with various kinds of 
support, a fledgling 
and unique artistic 
enterprise.”

- Brian Vogt, 
CEO

Denver Botanic Gardens
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Methodology and Process

A representative from each work group in the 2010 Downtown Denver Leadership Program Class (DDLP) assembled to form the 

Survey Committee.  Each group provided questions which were compiled to form a draft electronic survey, designed to explore 

opportunities to make Denver the Creative Capital of the Rocky Mountain West.  

Questions included which creative industry those being surveyed belonged to, their role in that industry, how long they had been 

employed in Denver, and needs such as temporary space, loans, or tax deductions for those employed in a creative field.  The 

questions were designed to gather information from business owners, leaders in their sectors, independent artists, and executive 

directors.  In addition, due to the DDLP’s focus on the viability of the Downtown urban core, the survey was focused on sectors 

operating in the central business district and its adjacent neighborhoods.  

A list of contacts for businesses, employees, artists, and organizational leadership was collected for Denver’s creative industries.  

The DDLP compiled a database of over 600 employees residing in the City and County of Denver.  The industries represented 

included: fine art, design, architecture, performance art, handcrafts, media, literary arts and culinary arts.  Of these eight, 

the DOCA asked this group to include six of them.  The DDLP chose to include the additional categories of culinary arts and 

architecture because of the large number of employees that cover these two fields within the city. 

The DDLP prepared the final Creative Industries Survey to be sent out via Survey Monkey to the organizations and individuals in 

the newly created creative sector database.  In addition, the DDLP cast a broader net, utilizing DOCA’s resources to distribute 

the link to the DDLP survey via DOCA to Zine Newsletter email distribution list.  Furthermore, the link to the Creative Industries 

Survey could be easily emailed by anyone to anyone.  Therefore, there is no accurate way to determine the total number of 

individuals to whom the survey was sent. 

The Creative Industries Survey was open for approximately one month, mid-July to mid-August 2010.  A grand total of 465 

individuals completed the survey.  

Survey Instrument

Creative Industries Survey – July 2010

* Indicated required question (i.e., respondent must provide an answer)

1. Which creative discipline best describes your creative enterprise? *

•	 Fine	Art	(includes	painting,	photography,	sculpture)

•	 Design	(includes	graphic	art,	advertising,	industrial)

•	 Architecture	Design	(includes	landscape,	urban	planning,	architecture,	interior	design)

•	 Performance	Art	(includes	dance,	theater,	music)

•	 Handcrafts	(includes	jewelry,	clothing	and	accessories,	furniture)

•	 Media	(includes	film,	gaming,	music	production,	motion	graphics)

•	 Literary	Arts	(includes	creative	writing,	plays,	poetry,	works	of	fiction)

•	 Culinary	Arts	(includes	beverages,	food)

•	 I	do	not	work	in	a	creative	field	[SELECTING	THIS	RESPONSE	SENDS	THEM	OUT	OF	THE	SURVEY]

•	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]
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2. What is your role in the creative sector? Please select all that apply*

•	 Independent	artist	

•	 Business	owner	

•	 Employee	

•	 Leadership	role	within	a	business,	organization	or	non-profit

•	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]

3. What is your level of employment?*

•	 Full-time

•	 Part-time

•	 Freelance/contract

•	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]

4. Are you employed in your creative field of choice?*

•	 Yes	

•	 No,	lack	of	opportunities	

•	 No,	it	does	not	provide	sufficient	income	

•	 No,	I	choose	not	to	be

•	 No,	other	reason	(please	specify)	[write	in]

5.	How	did	you	find	your	current	job/position	in	the	creative	industries?*

•	 School	career	services	or	similar	school-provided	program	

•	 Job	posting	online	

•	 Connection/networking	

•	 Office	of	Workforce	Development	

•	 Newspaper	

•	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]

6. What is the estimated annual revenue or income from your creative business/enterprise or place of employment?*

•	 Less	than	$25,000	

•	 $25,000	-	$99,999	

•	 $100,000	-	$499,999	

•	 $500,000	-	$999,999	

•	 $1,000,000	-	$1,999,999	

•	 More	than	$2,000,000	

•	 Do	not	know
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7. What percentage of your total income comes from your creative business/enterprise?*

•	 0%	

•	 1	–	25%	

•	 26	–	50%	

•	 51	–	75%	

•	 76	–	100%	

•	 Do	not	know

8. Approximately what percentage of your creative business/enterprise revenue comes from outside the City and 

County of Denver?*

•	 None,	it	all	comes	from	within	Denver

•	 1-10%	

•	 11-25%	

•	 26-35%	

•	 36-50%	

•	 Over	50%	

•	 Do	not	know

9. How long has your creative business/enterprise or place of employment been operating in the City and County of 

Denver?*

•	 Less	than	1	year

•	 1	–	3	years	

•	 4	–	6	years	

•	 7	–	10	years	

•	 More	than	10	years	

•	 Not	applicable;	I	don’t	have	a	job	or	business	in	the	City	and	County	of	Denver

•	 Don’t	know	

10. Please rate the extent to which each of the following characteristics influenced your decision to establish your 

creative career and/or business in Denver.*

•	 The	respondent	must	rate	each	of	the	following	as	Not	Influential	at	All,	Somewhat	Influential,	or	Very	Influential

o Strong creative/arts community

o Affordable cost of living

o Recreational opportunities

o Family/friends live in Denver area

o Strong market for my creative industry

o Government policies, initiatives, etc., that support my creative sector

o	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]
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11. Which of the following best describes the target age group of your creative business/enterprise or place of 

employment?*

•	 Under	18	

•	 18	–	24	

•	 25	–	34	

•	 35	–	44	

•	 45	–	54	

•	 55	–	64	

•	 65	or	older	

12. How is your creative business/enterprise or place of employment funded?  Please select all that apply.*

•	 Private	investment	

•	 Public	funding	

•	 Individual	donations	

•	 Personal	benefactor(s)

•	 Foundation(s)

•	 Sales	revenue

•	 Do	not	know

•	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]

13. In your opinion, how beneficial would a common, integrated branding and marketing campaign be in supporting 

the further growth of the creative industries in Denver?*

•	 Very	beneficial

•	 Somewhat	beneficial

•	 Not	beneficial	at	all	[if	this	answer	is	selected	the	respondent	is	sent	directly	to	question	15,	skipping	question	14]

14. What aspects of a marketing campaign would be most useful for you or your business?*	[write	in]

15. How beneficial are the following Denver initiatives to creative businesses and individuals?  Please check all that 

apply.*

•	 The	respondent	can	choose	from	don’t	know,	not	beneficial,	somewhat	beneficial,	or	very	beneficial	

o Incentive programs

o Cultural/creative industry-related events

o Marketing and advertising

o Seed funding

o Public venues available for display

o Financing (such as Create Denver Revolving Loan Fund)

o	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]
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16. To what extent does each of the following prevent your creative business or creative work from growing or 

achieving a higher level of success in Denver?*

•	 The	respondent	can	choose	from	not	at	all	limiting,	somewhat	limiting,	very	limiting,	N/A

o Limited funding

o Limited public support or interest

o Image of Denver within the global art/creative community

o Government policies (city or state)

o Lack of affordable office or work space

o Lack of affordable housing

o	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]

17. What are the top three resources that could most effectively support the success of your creative business or 

creative work?*

•	 The	respondent	can	choose	3	of	the	following	and	is	forced	to	rate	them	in	order	(1,	2,	and	3)

o Discounted or free office or studio space rent 

o Discounted or free facility amenities (waste/recycling removal, paid utilities, etc.) 

o Subsidized technology support (internet, phone/voice mail, etc.) 

o Marketing/promotional assistance 

o Entrepreneurial/business assistance

o Assistance in fundraising practices (e.g. grant writing)

o Exhibition/event coordination 

o Low interest loans

o	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]

18. Does being financially successful as an artist/creative take away from being “authentic” as an artist/creative?*

•	 Yes

•	 No

19. Where do you currently create your work? 

•	 Home	studio

•	 Building	that	primarily	rents	to	artists	for	studio	space	

•	 Commercial	Space	

•	 Industrial	Space	

•	 Office	space

•	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]



2010 Downtown Denver Leadership Program Page 49

20. Where do you primarily sell your work? 

•	 Home	studio

•	 Studio	space	not	in	your	home

•	 Art	Fairs/	Festivals

•	 Consign	to	a	gallery

•	 Internet	

•	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]

21. Have you ever used a temporary retail, office, gallery, or other installation space for your creative work?*

•	 Yes

•	 No	

•	 Not	applicable	(if	this	answer	is	selected,	respondent	is	sent	to	question	29	–	skipping	questions	22	through	28)

22. Would you be interested in a temporary space to create, display, and/or sell your creative work product(s)?* 

•	 Yes	

•	 No	(if	this	answer	is	selected,	respondent	is	sent	to	question	29,	skipping	questions	23	through	28)

23.	What	is	the	minimum	size	temporary	space	would	you	would	accept/desire?*

•	 A	couple	of	shelves	or	display	walls	in	a	larger	space	

•	 10’x	10’	(100	square	foot)	space	

•	 25’x	25’	(625	square	foot)	space	

•	 50’x	50’	(2500	square	foot)	space	

•	 Above	2500	square	feet	

•	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]

24. What is the minimum length of time you want to occupy the temporary space?*

•	 Less	than	1	month

•	 1-3	months	

•	 4-6	months	

•	 More	than	6	months

25. Would you prefer your workspace to have living facilities or be strictly working space?*

•	 Strictly	workspace	

•	 Both	workspace	and	living	facilities

26. Would you prefer the space be dedicated to your work or share the space with other members of the creative 

industry?*

•	 Space	dedicated	to	my	work	

•	 Share	space	with	other	creatives

•	 Either	is	fine	
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27. Would you rather see one consistent location identified in Downtown Denver used on a rotating basis for multiple 

creatives/ artists OR have the space move around within Downtown to create more interest in different locations?*

•	 Permanent	home	

•	 Temporary	spaces	located	in	different	locations

28. What barriers would hinder your participation in a temporary retail, office, gallery, or other installation space?  

Please check all that apply.*

•	 I	do	not	have	the	liability	insurance	coverage	needed.	

•	 I	do	not	understand	tenant/landlord	agreements	

•	 I	do	not	know	where	to	look	for	temporary	space	vacancies	or	the	best	way	to	sell	the	idea	to	a	potential	landlord.	

•	 I	do	not	understand	building	codes	and	regulations	that	may	be	required	to	occupy	a	space.

•	 I	cannot	afford	to	pay	for	a	temporary	space.	

•	 I	do	not	think	it	would	get	that	much	exposure	or	sell	enough	to	make	it	worth	it	to	my	creative	business	or	place	

 of employment.

•	 I	do	not	need	temporary	space	because	I	already	have	permanent	space.

•	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]

29. Have you ever created a business plan?* 

•	 Yes	[if	respondent	selects	this	answer,	they	are	sent	to	question	31,	skipping	question	30]

•	 No	

30. If no, why not?*

•	 Do	not	know	how	to	do	it

•	 Only	want	to	spend	time	creating	

•	 Do	not	think	it	would	be	helpful	

•	 Other	(please	explain)	[write	in]

31.	Have	you	ever	been	a	participant	in	a	creative	incubator	(an	entity	organized	to	deliver	support	services	during	

a business start-up phase)?*

•	 Yes	

•	 No	[If	this	answer	is	selected,	respondent	is	sent	to	question	33,	skipping	question	32]

32. If yes, how closely related were the various types of creative entities participating in the incubator program?*

•	 Different	

•	 Somewhat	different	

•	 Somewhat	similar	

•	 Similar

•	 Not	applicable
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33. Are you:*

•	 Female

•	 Male

34. Which one of the following categories best describes your ethnic background?

•	 Caucasian/White	–	not	Hispanic	origin	

•	 Hispanic/Latino	

•	 Asian/Pacific	Islander	

•	 African	American/Black	

•	 Native	American	

•	 Other	(please	specify)	[write	in]

35.	In	what	zip	code	do	you	live?*

•	 Write	in	–	allows	users	to	enter	a	max	of	five	numbers

36.	In	what	zip	code	do	you	primarily	work?*

•	 Write	in	–	allows	users	to	enter	a	max	of	five	numbers

37. What is your estimated total annual household income?

•	 Under	$15,000	

•	 $15,000	to	$24,999	

•	 $25,000	to	$34,999	

•	 $35,000	to	$49,999	

•	 $50,000	to	$74,999	

•	 $75,000	to	$99,999	

•	 $100,000	or	more	

38. Did you attend college/higher education in Colorado?*

•	 No

•	 Vocational

•	 Yes,	some	college	

•	 Yes,	college	degree

•	 Yes,	some	graduate	school	

•	 Yes,	graduate	degree

•	 Yes,	doctoral	degree
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39. Are you familiar with the Denver Office of Cultural Affairs (DOCA)?*

•	 Yes,	very	familiar	

•	 Somewhat	familiar

•	 Not	at	all	familiar

•	 Comments?	[write	in]

40. Are there any additional comments that you would like to make about the creative industry in Denver or on any 

of our questions? 	[write	in]

41. Thank you for your time. If you would like to receive the results of this survey, please provide your email address. 

[write	in]

Results

General Findings:

•	 Creatives	do	not	feel	there	are	enough	opportunities	in	Denver	and	cannot	support	themselves	by	working	solely	on	

their creative endeavors.

•	 Government	policies	supporting	the	arts	were	rated	as	the	least	prominent	reason	that	creatives	choose	to	live	in	

Denver.  Most creatives seem to have selected Denver because it is where they are from or where their family lives.

•	 Most	creatives	think	that	more	exposure,	visibility	and/or	advertising	is	very	much	needed	for	the	arts	in	Denver	and	

feel that the city could be doing more in these areas; public venues and creative/cultural events were rated highest 

as mediums through which to provide branding and marketing.

•	 Lack	of	funding	and	low	interest	from	the	public	were	the	two	biggest	obstacles	for	growth.		Affordable	housing	was	

the least of creatives’ concerns.

•	 Creatives	would	 like	 to	utilize	 temporary	 space	 for	 fine	art,	graphic	art	and	media	opportunities.	 	A	majority	of	

respondents use their homes to create their work, but sell their art in another location.  Creatives would utilize 

temporary space, if available, for a period of 1-3 months.  The primary use would be to create and sell art, and the 

biggest challenge is in the cost.

•	 Creatives	find	the	public	difficult	to	engage	in	the	arts	at	the	local	level.		If	the	city	could	help	engage	or	grow	public	

interest in the arts, that would be a real boost for creatives.

•	 Creatives	in	the	arts	community	could	use	a	bit	more	organization	to	work	toward	a	shared	goal.		Currently	it	 is	

described as “clique-ish,” and “loose and disjointed,” with lines drawn between sectors.

There were four target audiences for the survey:

1. Business owners of creative businesses

2. Leadership role within a business, organization or non-profit

3. Independent artists

4. Employees
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Those in leadership roles tended to be more from the non-profit realm as opposed to leadership within a business.  This 

group was somewhat disconnected from the experience of the artist or art business and the usefulness of their responses is 

questionable.  However, the fact of being a leader in an organization vs. an independent artist or employee tended to have an 

impact on the answers to many significant questions as noted in the results below.  The results will compare four groups: the 

entire group (all results), just business owners, just those in leadership roles and just employees/independent artists. Overall, 

there were 465 responses to the survey.  

Question 1: Which creative discipline best describes your creative enterprise? (Multiple choice, select one)

The survey respondents had the following choices: 

•	 Fine	Art	(includes	painting,	photography,	sculpture)

•	 Design	(includes	graphic	art,	advertising,	industrial)

•	 Architecture	Design	(includes	landscape,	urban	planning,	architecture,	interior	design)

•	 Performance	Art	(includes	dance,	theater,	music)

•	 Handcrafts	(includes	jewelry,	clothing	and	accessories,	furniture)

•	 Media	(includes	film,	gaming,	music	production,	motion	graphics)

•	 Literary	Arts	(includes	creative	writing,	plays,	poetry,	works	of	fiction)

•	 Culinary	Arts	(includes	beverages,	food)

•	 Other	(please	specify)

•	 I	do	not	work	in	a	creative	field	(If	the	respondent	selected	this	choice	then	they	were	automatically	ejected	from

 the survey.)

Overall, the majority of responses came from the Fine Arts sector.  The Culinary Arts sector was the least represented in the 

survey results (see Figure 1).  In the write-in “other” option many respondents indicated that they fell into more than one sector, 

but the question did not allow them to select multiple responses.  

Figure 1: Question 1 Results
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Business owners also have a high amount of representation in Fine Arts, but the Design sector was the most represented by this 

group (22%) (see Figure 2).  Business owners were least likely to be in Literary or Performance art.  On the other hand, those 

in leadership roles had high representation in Performance art (19%) and Media (15%).  Employees and independent artist 

respondents were primarily from the Fine Arts sector (38%), but just 1% of this group was in the Culinary Arts (see Figure 3). 

Figure 2: Question 1 Results for Business Owners

 

Figure 3: Question 1 Results for Employees and Independent Artists
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Figure 4: Question 2 Results

The data was further examined to determine how many respondents chose only one role and how many selected more than one 

role.  Two-thirds of all respondents selected only one role.  The results showed:

•	 28%	of	respondents	chose	only	independent	artist	

•	 22%	chose	only	business	owner

•	 15%	chose	only	leadership	role

•	 9%	chose	only	employee

•	 1%	selected	all	roles

A breakdown of all permutations is shown in Figure 5.

 

Figure 5: Question 2 Results Breakdown
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Question 3: What is your level of employment? (Multiple choice, select one)

Overall, a significant majority of respondents (61%) indicated they were employed full-time (see Figure 6).  The answers, however, 

may not be indicative of the respondents’ level of employment specifically within the creative industries because, though implied, 

the question was not worded to specify that.  Common write-in responses included “self-employed” and “unemployed.”

The business owner responses showed a slightly higher level of full-time employment (68%), but were otherwise in line with the 

overall survey results.  Employees and independent artists were more likely to be freelance or contract (30%) than other roles.

 

Figure 6: Question 3 Results
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opportunities.  

 

Figure 7: Question 4 Results
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Question	5:	How	did	you	find	your	current	job/position	in	the	creative	industries?	(Multiple choice, select one)

Most respondents (45%) found jobs through personal or professional connections (networking) (see Figure 8).   Creating a 

business or position was so commonly written in that it was pulled out from the “other” write-in responses and included in the 

summary; it accounted for 27% of all responses.   Of the business owners, 56% created their business or position.  Across all 

roles, respondents were least likely to find a job through the newspaper or the Denver Office of Workforce Development.

 

Figure 8: Question 5 Results
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Figure 9: Question 6 Results
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Question 7: What percentage of your total income comes from your creative business/enterprise? (Multiple choice, 

select one)

Overall, about half of all respondents earned 76-100% of their income from their creative endeavor (see Figure 10).  

Business owners received about 70% of their total income from their creative business. Employees and independent artists 

earned the least from their creative endeavors with 44% of those respondents getting less than a quarter of their income from 

their creative work.

 

Figure 10: Question 7 Results
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Figure 11: Question 8 Results
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Question 9: How long has your creative business/enterprise or place of employment been operating in the City and 

County of Denver? (Multiple choice, select one)

Just over 40% of respondents have worked in Denver for seven or more years (see Figure 12).  

Figure 12: Question 9 Results

Question 10: Please rate the extent to which each of the following characteristics influenced your decision to 

establish your creative career and/or business in Denver.  (Rate each answer)

Each answer option was assigned a value:

•	 Very	influential	=	3

•	 Somewhat	influential	=	2

•	 Not	influential	at	all	=	1

A rating was determined using the values assigned to each selection and the number of responses (weighted average).   Figure 

13 shows the average rating for each response.  The Family/friends living in the Denver response area was the most influential 

reason for respondents to select Denver to work. In fact, many write-in responses indicated that the respondent already lived 

here or that Denver is their hometown. A strong creative/arts community was nearly as influential as family and/or friends living 

in Denver and it received the highest rating from those in leadership roles.  Government policies were least influential overall 

and across all roles.   Table 1 provides a more detailed breakdown of the responses.

 Figure 13: Question 10 Results
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Table 1: Question 10 Results Breakdown

Question 11: Which of the following best describes the target age group of your creative business/enterprise or 

place of employment? (Multiple choice, select all that apply)

Those in the 35-44 year old age group were in the demographic most targeted by survey respondents; 70% of all respondents 

included this age group as one of their selections (see Figure 14).   

 

Figure 14: Question 11 Results

Question 12: How is your creative business/enterprise or place of employment funded?  (Multiple choice, select one)

Sales revenue was the primary source of funding for most creative businesses/places of employment at 58% of responses (see 

Figure 15).  Business owners also indicated sales revenue as the primary revenue source, but at a higher frequency, 75%. Those 

in leadership roles indicated more frequently than other roles that their business/organization was funded by public funding, 

individual donations, and foundations. 

 Figure 15: Question 12 Results
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Question 13: In your opinion, how beneficial would a common, integrated branding and marketing campaign be in 

supporting the further growth of the creative industries in Denver? (range of answers)

Overall and across all roles, respondents indicated that a branding and marketing campaign would be very beneficial to 

support the growth of creative industries in Denver (see Figure 16).

 

Figure 16: Question 13 Results

Question 14: What aspects of a marketing campaign would be most useful for you or your business? (Open-ended)

In Question 13, those that indicated that a branding and marketing campaign would not be beneficial at all were automatically 

sent to question 15 and could not answer this question.  Over 300 people wrote in responses to this open-ended question.  

Most answers indicated advertising and more exposure in general would be most useful.  

Question 15: How beneficial are the following Denver initiatives to creative businesses and individuals?  (Choose 

from don’t know, not beneficial, somewhat beneficial, or very beneficial)

Each answer option was assigned a value:

•	Very	beneficial	=	3

•	Somewhat	beneficial	=	2

•	Not	beneficial		=	1

•	Don’t	know	=	0

A rating was determined using a weighted average.  Overall, public venues for display of work and cultural/creative industry 

events tied for the highest rating.  Incentive programs were perceived to be the least beneficial (see Figure 17).  It is important to 

note, however, that respondents may not have understood what “incentive programs” meant because the majority of responses 

for this answer were “Don’t know” (see Table 2). For both business owners and those in leadership roles marketing and 

advertising we rated higher than cultural/creative industry events.  
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Figure 17: Question 15 Results

 

Table 2: Question 15 Results Breakdown

Question 16: To what extent does each of the following prevent your creative business or creative work from growing 

or achieving a higher level of success in Denver? (Choose from not at all limiting, somewhat limiting, very limiting, N/A)

Each answer option was assigned a value:

•	 Very	limiting	=	3

•	 Somewhat	limiting	=	2

•	 Not	at	all	limiting		=	1

•	 N/A	=	0

A rating was determined using a weighted average.   Overall and across all roles, limited funding was indicated as the most 

limiting to growth for respondents (see Figure 18).  Respondents indicated that a lack of affordable housing was the least 

limiting.  Table 3 provides a more detailed breakdown of the responses.
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Figure 18: Question 16 Results

 

Table 3: Question 16 Results Breakdown

Question 17: What are the top three resources that could most effectively support the success of your creative 

business or creative work? (Choose a total of 3 options; respondents forced to rate them in order 1, 2, or 3)

Overall, discounted or free office space, as well as low interest loans, were rated the highest for respondents (see Figure 19).  

Discounted or free facility amenities and exhibit/event coordination were rated the least effective in terms of supporting the 

success of respondents. 

 Figure 19: Question 17 Results

0 0.5 1 1.5 2 2.5 3 

 Lack of affordable housing 

8Image of Denver within the global art/creative 
community 

#Government policies (city or state) 

'Lack of affordable office or work space 

"Limited public support or interest 

 Limited funding 

Average Rating 

To what extent does each of the following limit your creative business or 
creative work from growing or achieving a higher level of success in Denver?  

0   0.5   1   1.5   2   2.5  

'Discounted  or  free  facility  a7eni8es  9waste/recycling  
re7o=al>  paid  u8li8es>  etc.@  

EBhibi8on/e=ent  coordina8on  

#Entrepreneurial/business  assistance  

FGssistance  in  fundraising  prac8ces    

Subsidized  technology  support  

  JarKe8ng/pro7o8onal  assistance  

 Low  interest  loans  

.Discounted  or  free  office  or  studio  space  rent  

!"#$%&#'(%)*&'

+,%-'%$#'-,#'-./'-,$##'$#0.1$2#0'-,%-'2.134'5.0-'#6#2)"#37'01//.$-'-,#'
0122#00'.8'7.1$'2$#%)"#'910:*#00'.$'2$#%)"#';.$<=''



2010 Downtown Denver Leadership Program Page 64

Question 18: Does being financially successful as an artist/creative take away from being “authentic” as an artist/

creative? (Yes/no)

Overall, respondents indicated emphatically that financial success does not negatively affect their artistic authenticity.  Business 

owners indicated this the most with 97% indicating “no.”

 

Figure 20: Question 18 Results

Question 19: Where do you currently create your work? (Multiple choice, select one)

At 50% of all responses, a home studio is where respondents primarily create their work (see Figure 21).  Industrial space was the 

least selected response.  Respondents indicated that the answer options did not apply to some creative sectors - those working 

in a theater or that used a variety of types of locations for example.  Those in leadership roles primarily work in commercial or 

office space.

 

Figure 21: Question 19 Results

Question 20: Where do you primarily sell your work?

As shown in Figure 22, the Internet is the primary venue for selling work for all respondents.  As evidenced by the 43% of “Other” 

responses, the answer options did not apply to those working in a theater, bars/nightclubs, or those that used a variety of types 

of locations, like performance art.  Remarkably, more than 50% of respondents utilize their home to create their work, but sell 

it in another location.  
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Figure 22: Question 20 Results

Question 21: Have you ever used a temporary retail, office, gallery, or other installation space for your creative 

work?

Disregarding the respondents for whom this question was not applicable, about half had and half had not used temporary space 

(see Figure 23).  Those in leadership roles were least likely to have used temporary space.

 

Figure 23: Question 21 Results
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Overall, the majority of survey respondents were interested in using temporary space (see Figure 24).  Employees and 

independent artists were most interested (82% of that group) and those in leadership roles were the least interested (only 
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43%  

9%  

10%  

10%  

11%  

18%  

0%   5%   10%   15%   20%   25%   30%   35%   40%   45%   50%  

 Other    
Home  studio  

Studio  space  not  in  your  home  

 Consign  to  a  gallery  

 >rt  ?airs@?esABals  

Internet  

Where  do  you  primarily  sell  your  work?    

Yes; 44% 

 No; 40% 

 Not 
applicable; 

16% 

Have you ever used a temporary retail, office, gallery, or other 
installation space for your creative work?  



2010 Downtown Denver Leadership Program Page 66

Figure 24: Question 22 Results

Question	23:	What	is	the	minimum	size	temporary	space	would	you	would	accept/desire?

In question 22, those that indicated “no” (they are not interested in using temporary space), were automatically sent to question 

29 and were made to skip questions 23 through 28.  About 185 respondents continued and answered questions 23 through 

28. Only 23 of those 185 respondents were in leadership positions.

A space between 100 and 625 square feet was the most desirable for respondents (total of 66%) (see Figure 25).  Spaces that 

were larger (2,500 square feet and over) were significantly less desirable.

 

Figure 25: Question 23 Results
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Question 24: What is the minimum length of time you want to occupy the temporary space?

Overall a minimum of 1-3 months was the most frequent response (46%) (see Figure 26).

 

Figure 26: Question 24 Results

Question 25: Would you prefer your workspace to have living facilities, or to be strictly working space? 

Nearly 70% of respondents were looking for a workspace that is separate from living facilities (see Figure 27). Business owners 

were the most likely to be interested in space with both living and working areas (36% of that group).
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Question 26: Would you prefer the space be dedicated to your work or share the space with other members of the 

creative industry? (Multiple choice; select one)

No strong preference was expressed between having dedicated versus shared space for the respondents’ work (see Figure 28). 

 Figure 28: Question 26 Results
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for multiple creatives/artists OR have the space move around within Downtown to create more interest in different 

locations?

A consistent location was preferred over a location that moved around within Downtown Denver for 68% of respondents (see 

Figure 29).  

 

Figure 29: Question 27 Results
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Question 28: What barriers would hinder your participation in a temporary retail, office, gallery, or other installation 

space? (Multiple choice; select all that apply)

Inability to pay for temporary space was the chief hindrance for using temporary space for survey respondents (see Figure 30).  

Lack of understanding surrounding tenant/landlord agreements was the least problematic.

 

Figure 30: Question 28 Results

Question 29: Have you ever created a business plan? (Yes/no)

Just over 60% of respondents answered that they had created a business plan (see Figure 31).  For employees and independent 

artists the number was about 10% lower.

 

Figure 31: Question 29 Results
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Question 30: If [you have not created a business plan], why not?

These responses come from the pool of respondents who answered “no” to question 29; about 120 people answered Question 

30.  Lack of knowledge is the leading reason that respondents had not created a business plan (39%), but a large portion (34%) 

also indicated that they didn’t think it would be helpful (see Figure 32).  Write-in answers pointed to other reasons: respondents 

had not yet made the time to do it, they were working from a previously-established plan, or they represent non-profits and 

thought they had no need for a business plan.  

 

Figure 32: Question 30 Results

Question	 31:	Have	 you	 ever	 been	 a	 participant	 in	 a	 creative	 incubator	 (an	 entity	 organized	 to	 deliver	 support	

services during a business start-up phase)? (Yes/no)

The majority of respondents (82%) had not participated in a creative incubator (see Figure 33).  

 

Figure 33: Question 31 Results
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Question 32: If yes, how closely related were the various types of creative entities participating in the incubator 

program?

These responses come from the pool of respondents who answered “yes” to question 31 (a total of 57).  The responses were 

somewhat evenly distributed with “somewhat similar” being selected with the highest frequency (30%) (see Figure 34).  

 

Figure 34: Question 32 Results
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Question 34: Which one of the following categories best describes your ethnic background?

Most survey respondents indicated that their ethnic background was Caucasian/white (89%) (see Figure 36).  

 

Figure 36: Question 34 Results
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77% of respondents primarily worked in a Denver zip code.

Question 37: What is your estimated total annual household income?

A quarter of all respondents indicated that their annual household income was between $50,000 and $74,000, but a similar 

number of respondents (22%) indicated that it was $100,000 or more (see Figure 37).
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Question 38: Did you attend college/higher education in Colorado?

Over 70% of respondents attended post-secondary school in Colorado, with most attending college for their undergraduate 

degree (see Figure 38).

 

Figure 38: Question 38 Results

Question 39: Are you familiar with the Denver Office of Cultural Affairs (DOCA)?

Almost half of all respondents were somewhat familiar with DOCA (see Figure 39).  Those in leadership roles were the most 

familiar with DOCA.

 

Figure 39: Question 39 Results
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Art District on Santa Fe

Overview

The Art District on Santa Fe is a business association of galleries, shops, restaurants and creative-based businesses that are 

either on or in close proximity to Santa Fe Drive, with a majority of businesses located on Santa Fe Drive between 5th and 11th 

Avenues.  Within the last few years the District has expanded and creative businesses are now situated between Galapago Street 

on the east to Kalamath Street on the west and from Alameda Avenue on the south to 13th Avenue on the north.  Officially, 

the Art District on Santa Fe has over 60 active members across this geographical area, including 35 galleries (Denver’s Art 

District on Santa Fe, 2010).  Overall, the Art District on Santa Fe, including the Art District members, is comprised of hundreds 

of neighborhood and regional businesses, institutional and educational organizations, and residents.  

With growing community development and an enhanced quality of life, the Art District on Santa Fe is thriving in its renewal and 

is positively influenced by the creative sector.  In fact, on June 28, 1998, Westword’s Best of Denver voted Olde Santa Fe Drive 

from 3rd to 13th Avenues the “Best Ten-Block Strip of Denver. . . . Santa Fe Drive has become popular with artists, businesses, 

and prospective owners” (Sanchez, 2001, p. 87).  Such publicity is leading to larger local, regional and even national tourism—

an essential piece of the economic benefits brought by the creative industries.

History of the Neighborhood

The La Alma/Lincoln Park neighborhood dates to the late 1800s and early 1900s, as Denver and Auraria expanded beyond the 

original Congressional Grant of 1864 that had a southern boundary at what is now Colfax Avenue (Goodstein, 1994, p. 1).  

Many of the structures in the neighborhood date from that time period and have been redeveloped on Santa Fe Drive, which 

contributes to the vibrancy and architectural charm of the District.  Up to and through the 1990s, this area had a reputation 

for gangs, crime, drug dealers, drunks and junkies (Pittsburgh post-gazette, 1979).  The historic decline of the area prior to the 

1990s brought down the cost of living and provided the affordability that many artists and people in the creative sectors seek.  

The La Alma/Lincoln Park neighborhood also provided an ideal area for renewal investment and community development 

through cultural heritage.  Both of these elements - federal and state investment - and the cultural strength of the people, started 

to create a turnaround for this area (Sanchez, 2001, pgs. 72-79 & 92).  In addition, local investment providing affordability 

has occurred through NEWSED, a community revitalization organization, and the Denver Housing Authority, both providing 

affordably-priced apartments throughout the La Alma/Lincoln Park neighborhood.  With a total population of over 6,000 

people, the La Alma/Lincoln Park neighborhood remains one of the most affordable areas close to Downtown Denver.  Although 

rich in Latino history, the demographics of this area continue to diversify. 

History of the Arts District

In 1999, the Sandy Carson Gallery purchased the building at 760 Santa Fe Drive (Carson, n.d.), which would eventually 

become the beginnings of what is now the Art District on Santa Fe.  Four years later, a group of creatives – galleries, museums 

and theatres – structured a non-profit corporation known as the Art District on Santa Fe with this mission statement:

The Art District on Santa Fe is dedicated to promoting public awareness of Santa Fe Drive as a unique art and cultural district, 

and furthering the arts and art education in the metropolitan community (Denver’s Art District on Santa Fe, 2010, para. 2). 

With an exponential increase of memberships in less than a decade, the Art District on Santa Fe is committed to continue to 

beautify the area.  Once encompassed by dark streets covered with graffiti, the area now has walkable areas, and is well-lit 

APPENDIX B: Denver Arts District Case Studies
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and has regular transportation that shuttles patrons to events such as the First Friday Art Walk (Denver’s Art District on Santa Fe, 

2010).  The landscape, new facades and refurbished buildings provide a mix of historic culture and modern vitality.  Within the 

Art District, there are a variety of creative attractions along the Santa Fe corridor, including art galleries, photography studios, 

cafes and bakeries.  

Community Development

One of the benefits of the creative sector on the Art District on Santa Fe is community development and revitalization.  Involved 

participants, both residents and business owners, shape the neighborhood and make investments that provide interdependency 

and economic vitality.  Jennifer Garner, Director of Metropolitan State College of Denver’s Center for Visual Art (CVA) located 

in the Art District on Santa Fe, stresses that “Santa Fe is a tight-knit community.”  This tight-knit community relies on itself, the 

local industry and its mutual desire to thrive to create economic benefits.  Jack Pappalardo, President of the Art District on Santa 

Fe, emphasizes how the district is an example of community redevelopment led by the arts.  The community formed in a creative 

culture, such as the Art District on Santa Fe, helps engender mutually beneficial economic developments.

The Art District on Santa Fe has seen community commitments that are leading to development and economic benefit.  Along 

Santa Fe Drive, where there is less foot traffic than in other transformed cultural districts such as LoDo, the community has 

created the First Friday and Third Friday events.  Each event is held once a month, and these art-focused gatherings provide an 

opportunity for the creative industries to showcase their wares while bringing the community together.  Pappalardo describes its 

success: “In 2003, the First Friday event had two open galleries and about 20 people.  Today, they have around 5000 people 

on a First Friday event in the summertime.”

Similarly, CVA explained the symbiotic relationship they have with Interstate, the restaurant down the street from their university-

based art center.  CVA approached Interstate to provide complimentary appetizers for their opening event, and Interstate not 

only agreed, but asked to do all of the opening events “because they see that their business is driven by art.”  Restaurants and 

other retail businesses need the community in order to be successful, and the community is often enhanced by the creative 

industries in such districts as Santa Fe.  As Garner at CVA is experiencing, “There is a definite reciprocity in the community.” 

Quality of Life

Another benefit from creative activity is the quality of life or quality of place provided to the neighborhood.  There is a certain 

quality to the environment of the Art District on Santa Fe, including the old buildings, variety of art galleries and unique cultural 

character.  Pappalardo advocates the quality of life resulting from the creative industries on Santa Fe.  The Art District on Santa 

Fe has been able to bring the community together to organize and maintain the district along Santa Fe.  Currently, the district 

and property owners pay for streetscape improvements, and they see property owners continually picking up trash and cleaning 

off graffiti to enhance the quality of experiencing the area.  

Real estate developer Tom Wooten (Personal Interview, August 2010) explains that community creates residents and industry that 

start to thrive on each other.  When this happens, then there is economic vitality, which leads to further development.  While it 

is difficult to state with certainty that creatives lead to this vitality, they are clearly a tool in such developments and can enhance 

the quality of life.  Wooten cites examples such as Old Pearl Street, Gaylord and Tennyson, all of which have communities that 

allow the businesses to thrive and more development to come in: “People are attracted to community.”  Hence, a heightened 

quality of life that helps stimulate community helps lead to economic sustainability, as well.
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Creative activity is alive and well in the Art District on Santa Fe.  This activity has brought about investment, commitment 

and community to a once defunct retail corridor.  Five thousand people at a First Friday art walk, or the huge investment of 

Metropolitan State College of Denver’s purchasing and renovating the building that is the CVA’s new home, are just two 

benefits of the creative activity in the Art District on Santa Fe.  Smaller and more personal commitments include store owners 

continuing to improve the area through a unified streetscaping and cleanup effort, non-profit organizations like Arts Street 

offering education to youth, and jobs created through these activities.  Each of these efforts encompasses the social proof of 

creative activity.  Having matured from a fledgling group of galleries to a broad, diverse set of creative businesses and creatives, 

the Art District on Santa Fe benefits Denver and adds to Denver’s quality of place.

River North Arts District

Overview

Located just north of Downtown in the heart of Denver’s oldest industrial area, the River North neighborhood includes a 

remarkable concentration of creative businesses.  While retaining its industrial roots, the district is now fertile ground for 

art, artists, and the creative workforce, including architects, designers, furniture makers, illustrators, painters, media artists, 

marketing professionals, web designers, photographers and sculptors, as well as an array of studio spaces, galleries and other 

small creative businesses.

The River North neighborhood, better known as the River North Art District (RiNo),  is bound by I-70 to the north, I-25 to the 

west, Park Avenue West to the south and Lawrence to the east.  The River North Art District is dedicated to promoting and 

supporting the people and businesses that reside in the area.

Although River North is located in close proximity to Downtown Denver, several barriers exist challenging the urban connections. 

The Park Avenue viaduct and the railroad lines bounding the east and west edges of the neighborhood isolate RiNo from the city 

center. Key urban connections for RiNo include the South Platte River trail, Brighton Boulevard connecting south to Broadway 

and over the Park Avenue viaduct at Denargo Street.  Public transportation also plays a key role in terms of connecting RiNo to 

other Denver neighborhoods.  The East Corridor Commuter line will locate a stop at 38th and Blake Streets.  This future transit 

line, scheduled to open in 2015, will help connect this neighborhood to Downtown, specifically Union Station and LoDo.

History of the Neighborhood

The history of the River North area has been greatly influenced by the South Platte River and the railroads.  The old river channel 

and the railroad yards effectively cut the area off from Downtown Denver for more than a century.  Thus, the River North area 

evolved as its own community with a mixture of residential and industrial areas supported by commercial businesses.  The 

Ironton School, for example, at 36th and Delgany Streets, was built in 1890 and served children of workers at the Grant and 

Globe Smelters and the Union Pacific Railroad shops.

Establishing a new channel for the river and constructing the Broadway viaduct over the railroad yards created a connection 

for the neighborhood to Downtown.  This contributed to a change in the character of the area over several decades to largely 

industrial and commercial uses.  However, by the mid-20th century, as the smelting and mining industries declined, more 

automotive industry-related uses moved into the neighborhood and families moved out.  Still remote from Downtown and from 
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Denver’s more affluent residential districts, the area continued its decline into the latter part of the century, leaving a variety of 

warehouses and industrial structures, some simply abandoned.

History of the Arts District

In the mid-1980s, Jerry Glick and Jerry Erlich developed Silver Square, an old sugar processing plant at 33rd and Blake Streets, 

as residences.  Lenders were wary of development in the area.  However, the upper Larimer Neighborhood Association was 

established in the 1980s to preserve the character of the neighborhood.  The neighborhood association established design 

specifications for planning and development and supported creative use of space.  In the 1990s, urban pioneers even gave the 

area a new name: “NoDo,” for “north of Downtown.”  Artists Rex and Sharon Brown moved to 33rd and Blake Streets, and in 

1990 converted the old factory site to an award-winning studio, gallery and home.  Zoning ordinances permitted artists to live 

in their place of work, allowing Sharon and Rex to create a place to both live and work.  A warehouse/industrial district like 

RiNo is great for artists because, as Sharon says, “Artists are not afraid of raw spaces.”  In fact, they thrive in them, with plenty 

of unbroken space to make their art.

Soon, more and more creatives were attracted by the big empty warehouses and the low prices, especially as LoDo got 

more crowded, upscale and expensive.  “Follow the river north,” developer Mickey Zeppelin exhorted one struggling creative 

entrepreneur.  The River North Art District (RiNo) was founded in 2005, incorporating the old Upper Larimer Neighborhood 

Association under the leadership of artists Tracy Weil and Jill Hadley Hooper (Personal Interview, august 3, 2010) and was 

created with no public funding. The slogan “Where Art is Made,” coined by Sharon Brown, refers to the fact that art is not 

simply sold here, but is created in the open spaces and warehouses of RiNo.  From a small beginning of 20 artists and eight 

businesses in 2005, the District now includes 150 artist members and 56 creative business members.  They plan and promote 

events, including First Fridays, market the area and set voluntary standards for development.

In 2006, a $2 million federal grant and $6 million federal loan helped the City and County of Denver encourage the private 

urban renewal project “TAXI” in River North.  The federal funds came from the Brownfields Economic Development Initiative 

(BEDI) of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).  In the case of the 15-acre TAXI site, located on 

the banks of the South Platte River, the former Yellow Cab headquarters and dispatch center has been transformed into an 

extraordinary new live-work community.

Designorth is the latest subgroup under the RiNo Art District.  Under the leadership of Lauren Alesso, owner of Alesso Modern 

Source, the area now has 18 design business members.  The organization markets itself to the city as a destination for good 

design.  Another organization, RiNo Neighbors, highlights the growing number of RiNo residents.  Kevin Scott, president of RiNo 

Neighbors, deals with general livability issues for all residents and businesses in the area, including zoning, safety, Fast Tracks 

issues, liquor licenses and much else.  

Governor Ritter’s 2010 visit to RiNo announcing the new Colorado Creative Industry Division of the Colorado Office of 

Economic Development and International Trade marked new recognition for the RiNo district.  With its proximity to Downtown 

and plans underway for a light rail station—dubbed by locals “the Art Stop”—as well as other commuter-friendly transportation 

modes, city planners feel this area will again be a spot for high-density living. 
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Quality of Life

The wide-open industrial feel of the area is part of its uniqueness.  Jill Hadley Hooper loves the western character of the 

neighborhood – wide streets, open spaces, mountain views.  Jill says you can see the sun rise and set in RiNo.  From an area of 

tumbleweeds, railroad yards, empty buildings and chain link fences, RiNo has become a destination neighborhood for creative 

activity and for those who love to be around creative activity.

Denver developer and visionary Mickey Zeppelin has shaped and benefitted from Denver’s growing arts community for nearly 

four decades, currently devoting his efforts to the TAXI development on RiNo’s western border.  He calls RiNo “a catalyst for 

innovation.”  RiNo is about more than bringing visitors to the exciting new galleries that abound there; it is a place where 

creative people can gather, an environment where new ideas are born and nurtured.  “Subtle changes happen when you get 

people together,” he says.  “Creatives bring more creatives, attract a different kind of personality.  A critical mass of creatives 

develops symbiotic relationships and energy.  It’s acceptable to take risks and try something new.”

Matt Palmer, developer of affordable artists’ studios in RiNo’s Dry Ice Factory, agrees.  He missed the “grad school” environment 

of a community of serious artists.  His vision in developing the Dry Ice Factory studios was to attract serious artists working in 

the same building who could critique each other.  With a similar vision, Jonathan Kaplan, ceramic artist and owner of the Plinth 

gallery, left a lucrative non-artistic business in Steamboat Springs because he wanted to work among his artist peers, to develop 

social networks, to have access to clients and to take advantage of the amenities only a city can offer.

Lauren Alesso suggests these arts neighborhoods are important because “it’s hard to be a successful artist completely isolated. 

The creative energy of others drives your own creative energy.”  She notes a different way of life in RiNo: “Artists set the tone.  

People don’t follow regular hours.”  She points out that many architects have relocated to Designorth from Downtown and 

refer clients to each other to discuss business and new design ideas.  Lauren firmly believes that the concentration of design 

businesses creates awareness of good design and visibility for the businesses.  The benefits far outweigh any negatives of 

increased competition.

About his own TAXI development in RiNo, Mickey Zeppelin states, “I like to shape the physical environment,” to create space for 

human contact.  TAXI currently houses 50 businesses, including architecture and digital media, and 300 employees.  There is a 

“synergy of like-minded people.”  He cites the example of one architect who left a large firm to go solo at TAXI, and now works 

with seven different architects there.  “This kind of experimentation and cutting edge activity creates new jobs.”  RiNo, Zeppelin 

believes, can exert a leadership role for the city. He sees Denver’s culture, as a whole, as more “imitative than innovative” and 

afraid of taking risks.  He believes the city should embrace places like RiNo, which encourage people to look at things in new 

ways, to engage in unconventional thinking.  “There’s more freedom here; it’s a proving ground for edgy businesses,” he says.  

“Downtown can benefit from the energy and creativity of adjacent arts districts.”
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