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• Take ti me together periodically to imagine the possibiliti es of these 
strategies.

• Bring in positi ve examples of successful parti cipati on and collaborati on from 
staff 's own lives as inspirati on.

• Defi ne (and remind each other) what the 
program is not: typically not merely public 
art and murals, not city beauti fi cati on, not 
an eff ort to boost tourism.

Arti sts should be expected to be thought 
partners with planners rather than fee-for-
service contractors. And planners can bring 
their own, oft en untapped, creati vity to the 
table.

Examples of creati ve engagement methods:
• DVRPC: Scale models and Matchbox cars 

to explain street design changes (described 
as "joyful, silly, and eff ecti ve").

• Metro: Arti sts leading storytelling projects 
and community gatherings that reframe 
planning issues.

• Flint Hills: Trivia nights at local breweries; 
parti cipati ng in Third Thursdays arts 
event with mental mapping and 
sketching; cultural asset mapping.

• CMAP: Screen-printi ng acti viti es where 
residents designed images for tote bags; 
zines as an engagement tool.

• MTC-ABAG: Photography projects 
highlighti ng human stories.

The power of informality: Flint Hills learned 
that trivia nights and arts festi vals att ract 
audiences that might never att end a traditi onal 
public meeti ng or town hall. Creati ve acti viti es don't need to result in a 
polished product—they serve as entry points to help residents share ideas.

Periodically assessing where current practi ces fall short can highlight where 
changes need to be made. Examples might include community members 

Examples of creati ve engagement methods:

Grand Valley Metro Council partnered 
with the Earthkeepers student group 
for a screenprinting event around 
sustainability at Calvin University in 
Grand Rapids, Michigan. Participating 
students also received ten dollar 
vouchers for a campus coffee shop.
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experiencing participation fatigue, language barriers, lack of understanding 
of opaque government processes, lack of access to decision-making, or other 
exclusionary experiences, depending on local context.

Understanding the theory and potential of arts and culture strategies 
is important, but at some point, organizations need to move from 
conversation to action. The question becomes: what does the first step 
actually look like?

Identifying and allocating internal funding sources
As pilot projects demonstrate value and organizational interest grows, questions 
about resources and sustainability inevitably arise. Arts and culture strategies 
require investment—in artist fees, staff time, and program support. Understanding 
funding options and how to access them becomes critical for moving from small 
experiments to sustained programs.

Arts and culture strategies in public involvement can be funded through federal 
transportation dollars, including the Surface Transportation Block Grant Program 
administered by FHWA and through FTA Metropolitan and Statewide Planning 
funds. Community-preferred engagement strategies, understanding community 
wants and needs, and broad community representation have been considered 
"features of meaningful public involvement" in USDOT guidance.

Funding models and amounts from CCN agencies:
•	 ARC: Started with MPO membership dues and matching state/federal 

grants. Evolution of the ALMA program to Culture and Community Design 
was initiated with a $15,000 budget to pay artists, culture bearers, and 
CBOs. Some funding comes through program registration fees.

•	 Metro: Launched Community Placemaking with $100,000 to six 
organizations in 2017 by repurposing "dormant funding pool"; program has 
doubled in size with grants of $5,000 to $25,000, and still receives many 
more applications than it can fund. Draws from construction excise tax.

•	 MTC-ABAG: Just launched the Community Action Resource and 
Empowerment (CARE): Power-building and Engagement Program, which 
includes a $250,000 cultural placemaking component for community-based 
organizations. Grants ranging from $50,000 to $100,000 support leadership 
development, multi-sector partnerships, and community-driven projects 
across the region.

•	 PlanRVA: Board piloted $50/meeting stipends for transportation advisory 
committee members, compensating for "lived experience and expertise."
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Starti ng without dedicated funding: 
Flint Hills demonstrates that creati vity in 
planning doesn't require large budgets or 
fully developed programs from the outset. 
Small steps using existi ng resources—like 
trivia nights at breweries or parti cipati ng in 
existi ng community arts events—can spark 
imaginati on and create opportunity for more 
systemati c integrati on later.

Funding challenges:
• Restricted funding: MPO funding 

comprises federal, state, and local 
sources, each with varying degrees 
of fl exibility, with most being highly 
restricti ve. As PlanRVA’s Executi ve 
Director Martha Shickle notes, "We're 
a public enti ty with no nonprofi t arm, so we are not eligible to go 
aft er more creati ve and fl exible private sources." 

• Federal uncertainty: Practi ti oners should pay close att enti on to rules and 
guidance about these funds in the future. 

Planning ahead: Preparing for the future by setti  ng aside independent funds for 
arts and culture can help make the organizati on more resilient to future funding 
changes.

Securing funding is one thing; demonstrati ng value is another. Planning 
agencies accustomed to quanti tati ve metrics and traditi onal measures of 
success may struggle to evaluate the impact of arts and culture strategies. 
Yet without ways to assess progress, it's diffi  cult to make the case for 
conti nued investment or learn what's working and what needs adjustment.

Defi ning and measuring progress
Measuring progress in arts and culture strategies is diffi  cult to do with traditi onal 
methods and according to traditi onal metrics. Arts and culture is an expression of 
the heart and soul whose impact and value are felt rather than captured in a chart. 
That said, there are sti ll ways to quanti fy impact and value on community and 
organizati onal outcomes.

Community Outcomes: Any eff ort to engage the public should ask whether 
the needs of the community, and parti cularly those members who have been 
historically excluded and harmed by transportati on infrastructure, are being met, 
which is the ulti mate measure of the agency's success.

Street photowalk led by the Boyle 
Heights Arts Conservatory for Smart 
Growth America’s Healing Our 
Highways program, 2024.
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Quantitative metrics:

•	 Inclusion of new participants in public involvement (can be measured with 
numbers).

•	 Who participates in planning (tracking demographics, geographies, etc).

Qualitative measures:

•	 Developing the community's ability to engage effectively with sometimes 
opaque government processes.

•	 Whether community knowledge of processes has increased.

•	 Whether community members are better able to speak up for their needs in 
an informed way.

•	 Empowerment and the ability of community groups to organize themselves.

Balancing quantitative and qualitative: MTC-ABAG's Judis Santos champions the 
need to make space for emotional expression in policymaking alongside data-
driven analysis. This dual approach of anchoring decisions in both quantitative 
metrics and lived experience has the potential to change how planning 
conversations unfold, making them more accessible and human-centered. 

Agency Outcomes:
Process changes:

•	 Whether agency practices and processes have shifted as a result of 
incorporating arts and culture strategies.

•	 Whether the organization is valuing other ways of communicating, knowing, 
and building, especially from community members not engaged in the past.

•	 Whether the organization has a better understanding of where there are 
gaps in its work and services.

Integration depth:

•	 Deepening integration of arts and culture strategies across the work of the 
entire organization.

•	 Identifying specific places where creative thinking has been encouraged.

•	 Establishing a daily, ongoing intention of starting community engagement 
from a different place than previously.

Structural changes:
•	 ARC: Mike Alexander now requires all engagement efforts across the agency 
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to coordinate with the department where arts and culture strategies are 
housed to integrate them throughout agency work.

• Metro: Creati ng an internal arts and culture cohort of staff  to meet regularly, 
hear from arti sts, and pilot 
experiments.

• DVRPC: Internal survey 
revealed "strong potenti al 
for risk-taking"; preparing to 
embed arts and culture in 
the FY2027 work program.

Measuring these changes 
eff ecti vely may require 
establishing a data-driven 
baseline for comparison. Rather 
than this being a negati ve focus, 
it can be a starti ng point to help 
demonstrate the positi ves that 
new strategies may bring.

Ulti mately, the measures that 
matt er most are those that capture 
relati onship quality and community 
trust. These outcomes emerge 
not from internal processes alone, 
but from sustained, authenti c engagement with external partners, parti cularly 
communiti es that have been historically excluded from and harmed by 
planning processes.

Relati onships and trust with external partners 
"We're embracing complexity," said Alexander, discussing the work of forging 
connecti ons with the Clarkston community through the One Clarkston project 
and other eff orts at engagement through arts and culture. "We know we're going 
to do this, and it's starti ng to sink in." Though diffi  cult at ti mes, every year is 
less so.

Building relati onships and rebuilding trust in the community isn't easy, and 
it takes ti me. There are no shortcuts, and the process has to be authenti c. 
Arti sts and arts and culture organizati ons oft en have organic, authenti c 
relati onships in their community that can provide a trustworthy starti ng 
point for connecti on. It takes commitment over ti me to conti nue building 
those connecti ons.

Lizzi Weyant, Executive Director of Metropolitan 
Area Planning Council, and Samyukth Shenbaga, 
Managing Director, Community Development, 
Atlanta Regional Commission providing feedback 
during a workshop at the Culture and Community 
Network Seattle convening, June 2025.
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ARC found that it is easier to involve historically excluded and harmed groups 
when there's community infrastructure in place—like community groups with 
their own buildings and spaces as well as connections, social infrastructure, 
and networks—to help organize and gather people. The planning organization 
can have a role in supporting that infrastructure. Ultimately, building trust 
and relationships in the community require consistency, maintenance, and a 
commitment to reciprocity as arts and culture strategies are implemented, rather 
than one push with a defined ending point. 

Processing learning and institutionalizing change 
Establishing feedback loops: ARC's Roshani Thakore established a feedback loop 
based on an adapted toolkit from the Center for Artistic Activism to evaluate the 
effectiveness of arts and culture engagement events. Mike Alexander requires 
engagement efforts to coordinate with Thakore's department to see what 
collaboration is possible.

Making the case through storytelling: Finding ways to tell the story of the 
difference being made can help cement change. Documenting case studies can 
show how unique and important outcomes emerged, like how trust from the 
community made an impact on particular projects. Creating materials that tell the 
stories of these efforts can help with the agency's culture shift, showing that more 
meaningful public involvement is possible and that outcomes can change.

Ongoing education: Several staff noted that educational work and building 
support should be ongoing processes among many stakeholders, including the 
local community, elected leaders, consultants, the agency's board, and others. 
Turnover will mean that some work will likely always involve teaching newcomers 
to begin from a different place with a new mindset.

Communities of practice: Working within a community of practice can help 
continue to distill best practices and provide learning from others doing similar 
work, as well as inspiration, community, creativity, and the energy to keep it 
all going.

Peer networks and support
A community of practice—a group of other professionals with shared goals and 
similar work who come together to share with and learn from one another—can 
help restore staff and inject new ideas into the program to keep it fresh and vital. 
This is especially important for avoiding loss of inspiration or momentum down 
the road. 

Smart Growth America's Culture and Community Network established a peer network 
for MPOs and provided essential support to participating MPOs in ways that went 
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beyond technical assistance. Learn about some of the benefi ts that partner organizati ons 
cited in their parti cipati on in CCN.

Key benefi ts cited across agencies:
• Legiti macy and internal support: "CCN legiti mized and boosted eff orts internally" 

(DVRPC), providing evidence to strengthen internal casemaking. CMAP noted that 
arts integrati on must be framed in ways that align with agency-wide goals, such as 
transparency, good governance, and data-driven planning—and CCN helped make 
those connecti ons.

• Nati onal perspecti ve: "Examples from peer MPOs and regional planning agencies 
such as Boston, Atlanta, Seatt le, and the Twin Citi es off er evidence" (Metro). 
MTC-ABAG drew inspirati on from Portland's community placemaking program in 
designing their CARE initi ati ve.

• Space for refl ecti on: "Valuable space for refl ecti on and connecti on" (PlanRVA).

• Practi cal examples and inspirati on: "Not only practi cal examples but also 
inspirati on" (PlanRVA). As one parti cipant noted, "I love the case studies and the 
other examples from other MPOs, because I feel like it's hard to just start. But if 
you use other ideas as a springboard, it helps so much."

• Permission structure: CCN helped DVRPC build "the permission and structure 
needed to make creati vity part of planning and engagement at every step."

• Peer learning: Flint Hills noted that "exposure to practi ces in other citi es and 
discussion with other CCN parti cipants has given the team permission to try, fail, 
and adapt."

• Tailored support: Smart Growth America provided offi  ce hours, technical 
assistance, and brainstorming sessions, helping MPOs translate ideas into acti on.

Culture and 
Community Network 
group photo in 
Seattle, June 2025.
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W H A T W O R KSW H A T  W O R KS W H A T  TO  A V O I DW H A T  TO  A V O I D
Creativity is a process, not a 
product: Engagement doesn't 
need polished visual art to be 
meaningful—it can serve as an 
entry point for sharing ideas.

Creativity as add-on: Multiple 
agencies noted the risk that 
creativity remains an add-on at 
the tail end of projects rather than 
being part of the process from the 
beginning. 

Staff backgrounds matter: 
Non-traditional pathways bring 
valuable perspectives; cultivate 
staff who bring their whole 
selves to work. Examples from 
the cohort include quilting, 
photography, poetry, union 
organizing, landscape 
architecture, and skateboarding.

Single points of failure: Metro 
learned that sustainability 
requires distributing knowledge 
and capacity across multiple 
staff members. "We can't have a 
sustainable program where all the 
knowledge lies in one person." 
While dedicated champions are 
essential, plan for knowledge 
transfer from the outset.

Start where you are—and start 
in fertile soil: You can begin 
from nothing, build on past 
experiments, or expand existing 
programs. Small MPOs can 
be nimble; larger MPOs can 
leverage scale and resources—
but organizational culture often 
matters more than size. Focus first 
on staff who already have creative 
practices or are eager to engage. 
Identify community-identified 
solutions and local champions.

Waiting for perfect conditions: 
Small MPOs with limited capacity 
shouldn't wait for perfect 
conditions. Small steps can 
spark imagination and broaden 
participation. As one CCN 
participant noted, "I love the case 
studies and the other examples 
from other MPOs, because I feel 
like it's hard to just start."
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W H A T W O R KSW H A T  W O R KS W H A T  TO  A V O I DW H A T  TO  A V O I D

Artists as collaborators, 
not vendors—and balance 
quantitative and qualitative data: 
This fundamental distinction 
transforms the nature and impact 
of the work. Engage artists as 
thought partners in co-designing 
solutions and processes, not just 
creating deliverables. Combine 
metrics with lived experience and 
emotional resonance to make 
planning more accessible and 
human-centered.

Superficial approaches with 
traditional metrics: Not every 
use of arts and culture leads to 
real change. One-off projects or 
primarily aesthetic changes can 
generate temporary excitement 
but fail to influence decision-
making. Worse, communities may 
become skeptical if these efforts 
feel symbolic or extractive.

True impact comes from deeper 
engagement: designing the 
artist's role as collaborator versus 
vendor, compensating artists fairly, 
investing in underrepresented 
community-based organizations, 
and embedding relational practices 
like listening, trust-building, and 
care into institutional processes.

Don't wait for permission: Some 
successful experiments weren't 
formally approved in advance—
they became celebrated by 
proving their value.

Saying "no" to yourself: Don't 
assume something won't 
be allowed; often, creative 
engagement happens by 
experimenting with possibilities. 
Some of CMAP's most successful 
experiments, like zines, weren't 
formally approved in advance.

Staff backgrounds matter: 
Non-traditional pathways bring 
valuable perspectives; cultivate 
staff who bring their whole 
selves to work. Examples from 
the cohort include quilting, 
photography, poetry, union 
organizing, landscape architecture, 
and skateboarding.

Single points of failure: Metro 
learned that sustainability 
requires distributing knowledge 
and capacity across multiple 
staff members. "We can't have a 
sustainable program where all the 
knowledge lies in one person." 
While dedicated champions are 
essential, plan for knowledge 
transfer from the outset.
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W H A T W O R KSW H A T  W O R KS W H A T  TO  A V O I DW H A T  TO  A V O I D

Innovation requires patience 
and cultural change: Non-linear 
progress and messiness are 
part of the process. Provide 
wide guardrails and support for 
experimentation. Be willing to 
innovate and set new precedents 
with respect to internal 
bureaucracy, procurement 
processes, and legal barriers.

Paralyzing risk aversion: 
Unwillingness to upset established 
processes can limit effectiveness. 
Large planning organizations 
are sensibly risk-averse, but risk 
tolerance is necessary for these 
efforts to be successful. Being too 
interested in measuring results 
according to traditional practices 
can undermine arts and culture 
strategies that may not have 
linear progress, clear, immediate, 
quantifiable outputs, and may 
require more patience than in the 
past

Move from tactical to 
transformational: Use temporary 
demonstrations as learning 
tools, not endpoints. The goal is 
changing how planning happens, 
not just adding art to streets.

Getting stuck in tactics: Remaining 
comfortable with temporary 
installations and visual art without 
evolving toward co-design, 
equitable systems change, and 
transformed internal processes 
limits impact and keeps work from 
influencing decision-making.

Document and learn—and peer 
learning is essential: Create 
structures to sustain lessons 
learned rather than starting over 
each time. Build inventories of 
past approaches. Communities 
of practice provide inspiration, 
evidence for casemaking, and 
energy to persist. Using other 
ideas as springboards helps get 
creative juices flowing.

Lack of documentation and 
learning structures: Being too 
interested in measuring results 
according to traditional practices, 
or staying comfortable with 
tactical/temporary installations 
without pushing for deeper 
institutional change, undermines 
arts and culture strategies. Talking 
the talk without challenging 
internal processes keeps work 
stuck at the surface level.
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The questions below are organized into five areas that correspond to key phases 
of implementing arts and culture strategies: understanding your starting point, 
assessing leadership and culture, identifying champions and opportunities, 
understanding community context, and envisioning change.

These questions can be used in multiple ways: as a self-assessment tool for 
individual staff members; as discussion prompts for team meetings or planning 
sessions; as a framework for conversations with leadership or board members; 
or as a guide for strategic planning processes. Return to them periodically as 
your work evolves—your answers will likely shift as you gain experience and your 
organizational context changes.

Understanding your starting point
•	 Describe your agency's institutional experience, knowledge, and growth 

around arts and culture and creativity. Who should you speak to in order to 
learn more?

•	 What dormant funding sources or underutilized resources might be 
repurposed for arts and culture work?

•	 What are existing arts and culture initiatives or programs with arts and 
culture elements that can be expanded upon or redesigned to incorporate 
greater artist involvement, creative approaches, or cultural engagement?

•	 What one-off or sporadic arts initiatives have you tried? How might you 
build on or learn from them?

Assessing leadership and culture
•	 Describe the state of your agency leadership's openness to and support for 

arts and culture initiatives and cross-sector collaboration with artists and 
cultural workers, or arts and cultural organizations in your community.

•	 What is the culture of creativity, openness to risk, experimentation, 
evolution, self-reflection, failure, transparency and accountability, learning, 
and unlearning across the agency? How does it vary from department to 
department, team to team, manager to manager?

•	 What does "failure" mean in your organizational culture, and how does that 
affect your risk tolerance?

•	 How is learning and culture change shared, socialized, and spread 
throughout the organization? Through which channels and which people?
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Identi fying champions and opportuniti es
• Who on your staff  has creati ve practi ces or non-traditi onal backgrounds that 

could be assets?
• Where is "ferti le soil" in your organizati on for starti ng this work?
• Who are the internal champions who could advance this work? Who are the 

skepti cs who may need to be brought on board?
• Where is there an opportunity to incorporate creati vity into already ongoing 

eff orts rather than starti ng something from scratch?

Understanding community context
• How is public involvement and 

community engagement measured? 
How does your agency track who 
is involved in parti cipati ng in 
planning projects? Is there other 
data that should or could be 
collected?

• Which groups are typically 
not at the table during public 
involvement in your region? What 
are the dividing lines in your 
community?

• How does your organizati on 
currently show up in 
communiti es when you're not 
asking for something?

• What community infrastructure 
exists (community groups with 
buildings, spaces, connecti ons, 
networks) that could be 
partners in this work?

Envisioning change
• Describe your understanding of the state of your agency's community 

engagement values, policies, and processes. How do or don't they embody 
agency values? Your personal and professional values?

• How might you draw from your experiences with arts and culture and 
creati vity to strengthen your agency's community engagement eff orts?

• What would success look like for arts and culture integrati on at your agency 
in one year? Three years? Five years?

Photo courtesy of ARC
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To figure out your organization's starting point, review the questions 
outlined in the previous section and then use the scales below to mark 
where you believe your organization lies along the scale at present. 

After completing the exercise, designate a timeframe in the dedicated 
space below to re-evaluate your progress and see where your 
organization was able to improve. 

Re-evaluation date:

ART

PRODUCT PROCESS

THOUGHT PARTNER

ARTIST

VENDOR

LEADER

AGENCY

STATUS QUO

STEWARDSHIP

COMMUNITY

ENGAGEMENT

INCORPORATED 
THROUGHOUT AGENCY

INTEGRATION

ISOLATED PROGRAM
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The integration of arts and culture into regional planning represents more than 
a new engagement technique—it reflects a fundamental shift in how planning 
organizations understand their role and responsibility to the communities they 
serve. The experiences documented in this report demonstrate that this shift 
is both possible and powerful, yielding deeper community relationships, more 
inclusive processes, and planning outcomes that better reflect the needs and 
aspirations of all residents.

Such a shift requires patience, risk tolerance, authentic 
commitment, and sustained effort. It demands that 
organizations “get comfortable being uncomfortable,” 
as ARC's Samyukth Shenbaga noted, and embrace non-
linear progress and messy processes. But for the MPOs 
and regional planning agencies that undertake this work, 
the rewards extend beyond better engagement metrics 
or more diverse public meeting attendance. They include 
rebuilding trust with communities harmed by past 
planning decisions, elevating voices historically excluded 
from decision-making, and creating the conditions for 
truly collaborative, community-centered planning.

As Deputy Director Malu Wilkinson of Metro observed, 
incorporating arts and culture provides “a way to get 
community voices telling us what they wanted to invest 
in and giving them money to follow through.” This shift from agencies imposing 
their vision to communities shaping their own futures represents the deepest 
promise of integrating arts and culture into regional planning.

Whether your organization is just beginning to explore this work or seeking 
to deepen existing efforts, the experiences shared in this report offer both 
inspiration and practical guidance. The most important step is to begin wherever 
you are, with whatever resources you have, in whatever way aligns with your 
organizational culture and community context. As countless CCN participants 
learned, you don't need perfect conditions or complete certainty. You need 
curiosity, commitment, and a willingness to learn alongside the communities you 
serve.

The future of regional planning depends not only on data and engineering, but 
also on creativity, culture, and human connection. By embracing arts and 
culture, MPOs can design engagement that reflects their communities, 
build trust for long-term collaboration, and create more resilient regions. 
At Smart Growth America, we see MPOs as essential to this transformation 
and are committed to supporting them as they lead the way.

planning decisions, elevating voices historically excluded 
We'll Get There No Matter 
What photography magazine 
produced by Captura ATL 
with a Smart Growth America 
Healing Our Highways grant, 
2025.
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& Arts Program Director, currently Director 
of Arts & Culture at Smart Growth America, 
January 2025..

Samyukth Shenbaga, Managing Director, 
Community Development, January 2025. 

Roshani Thakore, Director, Community 
Engagement and Culture, January 2025.

Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission
Cassidy Boulan, Associate Manager, Office of 

Transit, Bicycle, and Pedestrian Planning, July 
2025.

Lillian Drake, Public Participation Planner, July 
2025.

Jen Farris, Transportation Planner, July 2025.
William Laidlaw, Accounting Manager, October 

2025.
 
Metro
Molly Cooney-Mesker, Planning, Development, and 

Research Communications and Engagement 
Manager, September 2025.

Lakeeyscia Griffin, Senior Public Affairs Specialist, 
September 2025.

Duncan Hwang, Metro Councilor, October 2025.
Christine Lewis, Metro Councilor, October 2025.
Dana Lucero, Principal Planner and Community 

Placemaking Grant Manager, September 2025.
Malu Wilkinson, Planning, Development, and 

Research Deputy Director, October 2025.

PlanRVA
Kristin Hott, Engagement Coordinator, June and 

August 2025.
Martha Shickle, Executive Director, October 2025.
Emily Williams, Grants Specialist, June and August 

2025.
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