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A B S T R A C T

The 21st century has been witness to significant changes in technology and individual behavior, yet despite those
changes we still look to traditional forms of political engagement to explain contemporary political phenomena.
This project explores a new form of associational behavior: creative placemaking. Driven by the work of urban
and community planners, creative placemaking seeks to activate a public-facing space through the deliberate
actions of people in a built environment. With interviews of 24 individuals in the greater Cincinnati area we
explore the nature of creative placemaking using the tools of social science. Our inquiry is focused on distilling
how these individuals define placemaking and the outcomes and implications of that behavior. Interviewees
consistently highlight goal-oriented placemaking and projects deemed “authentic” for the neighborhoods of
focus with significant emphasis placed on participation, connections, and pride in one's community. Our study
also finds that placemaking is not an exclusively urban phenomenon, with placemaking events taking place well
outside Cincinnati's urban counties. And while policy can be a roadblock for placemaking, it is not in-
surmountable. In sum, this project begins to answer important research questions about engagement in the 21st
century while elucidating a robust research agenda.

1. Introduction

Creative placemaking is an increasingly preferred method for eli-
citing community development. While creating place is as old as human
civilization, the deliberate actions of developers and activists under the
term “creative placemaking” is decidedly 21st century-esque.
Understanding creative placemaking behavior is essential for the eco-
nomic and political outcomes that result so that they may be replicated,
improved, and amplified. The focus of this project is to identify and
answer questions that have socio-political implications in American
society.

Our research examines the potential of creative placemaking for (re)
establishing the social bonds that, according to Putnam (1995) and
others, are diminished. Through interviews of individuals experienced
in placemaking in the greater Cincinnati area we begin to move our
understanding of this behavior forward. Our findings reveal that it is
possible to understand creative placemaking as a socio-political event
with individuals engaging in placemaking holding closer connections
with other participants and the community writ large, which could lead
to subsequent socio-political engagement. We also find rural commu-
nities actively engaged in creative placemaking, a reality that should
motivate individuals in more rural areas and the institutions that sup-
port them. Those enabling institutions are valued for the legitimacy
they provide as much (or more) as the resources they deliver, and this is

a significant insight as institutions craft future programs. Further, our
project finds that those who wish to begin placemaking projects can use
local leadership to “work around” certain codes and policies to their
benefit.

This paper proceeds as follows. We provide background on what we
know about creative placemaking and introduce research questions. We
outline our research method including a taxonomy of those we inter-
viewed. Reflecting on those interviews, we provide observations about
creative placemaking and its connection to democracy, policy, and
community benefits. Lastly, conclusions and a future research agenda
are offered.

2. Background

Understanding creative placemaking in a socio-political context is
relatively novel in terms of scholarship, but the behavior itself and the
conditions that inspire our research question are well established.
Traditional associational life is diminishing (see for example Flores,
2014) and this causes a decline in social capital, a network of re-
lationships among people that enables a well-functioning democratic
society (Putnam, 1995). This is the position famously laid out by Robert
Putnam (1995) in Bowling Alone: America's Declining Social Capital which
now finds acceptance among scholars and pundits alike. There is evi-
dence that online interactions foster the development of some social
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capital (Best & Krueger, 2006; Pénard & Poussing, 2010), but surely
there is a new form of face-to-face interaction that is not a traditional
association like Kiwanis or Junior League and might fill the void cre-
ated by the recession of traditional associations. As we look for face-to-
face behaviors with the potential to foster social capital, our experi-
ences pull our focus toward the potential inherent in creative place-
making.

The most comprehensive source for understanding creative place-
making is a white paper written by Ann Markusen and Anne Gadwa and
published by the National Endowment for the Arts in 2010. This re-
source describes creative placemaking as follows:

In creative placemaking, partners from public, private, non-profit,
and community sectors strategically shape the physical and social
character of a neighborhood, town, city, or region around arts and
cultural activities. Creative placemaking animates public and pri-
vate spaces, rejuvenates structures and streetscapes, improves local
business viability and public safety, and brings diverse people to-
gether to celebrate, inspire, and be inspired (Markusen & Gadwa,
2010, p. 3).

Creative placemaking involves people interacting with the built
environment for the purpose of developing community. Whether com-
munity is understood as predominantly people or infrastructures de-
pends on who you ask. Because placemaking is a behavior understood
and advanced through the efforts of urban planners, an emphasis on the
built environment is essential. For us, the potential of placemaking to
impact the socio-political context requires a focus on the people who
engage the creative placemaking process. Our research question,
therefore, focuses on the people involved in the various aspects of
placemaking and the public policies that can constrain that behavior.

To this point there has been little research on creative placemaking
in the socio-political context. Most research comes from the areas of
urban planning and architecture, but throughout that literature there is
language consistent with political science. This is particularly true as it
relates to interpersonal relationships and the potential for social capital.
For instance, one article in the Journal of Architecture Education asserts
that “placemaking is not just about the relationship of people to their
places; it also creates relationships among people in place”
(Schneekloth & Shibley, 2000, p. 133). They go on to say:

Although we hear much about civil society and democracy, we live
in a media-saturated world in which there are few public spaces
remaining and where there is little opportunity to learn how to be a
citizen. Without the opportunities to engage in complex and con-
flictual contexts, how does one learn citizenship and agency? How
do people learn to engage in community action and develop com-
munal goals? Democracy is a complex and fragile activity that, like
architecture, must be practiced to be learned. If we wish to move
beyond the privatized conceptualization of citizen as voter and
consumer, we require sites for the practice of citizenship.
Placemaking can be such a public space. (Schneekloth & Shibley,
2000, p. 138, p. 138)

There are others who highlight placemaking in the context of po-
litical systems, but they often lack social science investigation which is
reflected in their publication of record being primarily blogs and peri-
odicals with the occasional white paper. This does not mean that they
are without merit. In fact, many of these authors' conclusions should
drive us to embrace the potential of placemaking in the democratic
context as the central tenets of placemaking seems to be people using
public space to drive policy (for example see Sherry, 2014). Thus it
would appear that creative placemaking is a natural extension of ideas
related to the public sphere (Habermas, [1962] 1989); ideas so essential
to democracy that research on public spaces has developed a historical
orientation (Henaff& Strong, 2001). However, most political science
research focuses on explicitly political arenas (see for example
Parkinson, 2012) with associational behavior left to civil society

researchers. Those scholars focus almost exclusively on formal asso-
ciations and interest groups, and while placemaking is formal, and often
backed by formal associations, it need not be the case that placemaking
events require formality. Putting the finer points of placemaking aside,
the scholarly mantra continues to be that place matters and the nature
of the place can grossly influence the democratic potential there
(Barber, 1998; Entrikin, 2002; Young, 2001).

2.1. Placemaking events

Creative placemaking is rooted in the idea that place can be created.
We are intrigued by the idea that the process of creating place might
affect the larger political system. We see evidence of a potential effect
in the motivations of placemakers as captured by Wortham-Galvin
(2008):

Guided by various motives, people enact place for many reasons: to
disseminate propaganda; to reveal the politics of context; to perpe-
tuate tradition; to instill beliefs and values; and to rebel against
these patterns. Places whose outward form may thus appear per-
manent and universal are founded on the experiential, associational,
and ephemeral nature of dwelling and being … Thus, the stories of
the placemaking of America have contributed to the shaping of the
nation's values and belief systems, and what is significant is not their
veracity but their purpose.

Placemaking is focused on the event, not the institution or the in-
dividual. Even though formal programming may be involved, a place-
making “event” can be understood as whatever activates (or brings
people to) the public space. The event may be a concert or community
cleanup day, but it may also be a mural or a parklet. That an event is a
creative placemaking event is dictated by the process as much as the
outcome. As such, it elicits an I-know-it-when-I-see-it diagnostic reality.
Permanence has no bearing on this conceptualization, nor does the
creative nature of the event.

2.2. Placemaking versus creative placemaking

It is important to note that many people distinguish creative pla-
cemaking as a specified process within the larger idea of placemaking,
though the line of what makes it “creative” varies from person to
person. Consistently, placemaking involves the activation of a public
space. In some definitions, creative placemaking brings local arts and
culture into the mix; in others, for placemaking to be creative it must be
artist-driven. Still others describe placemaking as inherently creative
because it involves humans. We have yet to find a clear distinction
between placemaking and creative placemaking, and thus we use the
terms interchangeably herein.

2.3. Research question

Twenty years ago, Robert Putnam (1995) described an American
society where interpersonal bonds were deteriorating. Decreased con-
nections caused decreased social capital, which impaired democracy.
Academics and pundits alike refer to the “Bowling Alone” thesis with
certainty that the trend continues today (see for example Cortright,
2015). Evidence of this downward trend is provided in the form of
membership numbers in traditional civil society and professional as-
sociations such as fraternal organizations and workers' unions (and
bowling leagues). However, this begs the question: Are there new forms
of associations replacing these traditional associations?1

1 In the introductory section of this paper we referenced the popularity of creative
placemaking among a new generation of leaders. This idea is best understood through
Richard Florida's “The Rise of the Creative Class” (2002) where he makes an argument
that the classes associated with professions has shifted and a class of individuals working
in creative industries has emerged. These individuals have a societal and economic
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