
 

ART AS A MEANS OF URBAN REVITALIZATION? 

AN EXAMINATION OF CREATIVE PLACEMAKING, ARTIST PERSPECTIVE, 
GENTRIFICATION, AND NEIGHBORHOOD CHANGE IN WICHITA, KANSAS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis by 

Kate Nance 

Bachelor of Arts, Wichita State University, 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

Submitted to the Department of Sociology  

and the faculty of the Graduate School of  

Wichita State University  

in partial fulfillment of  

the requirements for the degree of  

Master of Arts 

 

 

May 2021 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Copyright 2021 by Kate Nance 

All Rights Reserved 

  

 



 iii 

 

ART AS A MEANS OF REVITALIZATION? 

ARTISTS’ PERSPECTIVES OF PUBLIC ART, CREATIVE PLACEMAKING, AND 

IMPACT IN WICHITA, KANSAS 
 

 

 

 

 

The following faculty members have examined the final copy of this thesis for form and 
content and recommend that it be accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirement for the 

degree of Master of Arts with a major in Sociology. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

____________________________________ 

 
 Jodie Hertzog, Committee Chair 

 

 

____________________________________ 

 
 Jennifer Pearson, Committee Member 

 

 

____________________________________ 

 
 Breanna Boppre, Committee Member 

 



 iv 

 

DEDICATION 

 

 

 

 

 

This one’s for me 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 v 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 I would first like to thank my thesis chair, Dr. Jodie Hertzog, for the pep talks, patience, 

and support throughout this project. My graduate faculty advisor, Dr. Jennifer Pearson, for being 

one of the first faculty to support me during my freshman year on WSU’s campus, and for 

incredibly valuable insight and guidance during a trying year. Dr. Breanna Boppre, for not only 

serving as my outside committee member, but for checking in on me, holding space for me, and 

encouraging me to keep going when I nearly gave up.  

 I would also like to thank Jodie Simon, for instilling in me the love for sociology and 

letting me know you believed in me. Dr. Chase Billingham, for inspiring the topic of this thesis 

and for valuable mentorship and conversation. And to Tisha Whitehead – I wouldn’t possibly 

have made it to the finish line without you.  

 To the incredible artists who contributed their time, voices, and experiences to this 

project: Kristin Beal, Kylie Brown, Paris Cunningham, Anthony Joiner, Ann Kiefer, Armando 

Minjarez, Delilah Reed, and Hugo Zelada-Romero. Every conversation will stick with me 

forever. To Emily Christenson, for passionately supporting me as one of my biggest cheerleader 

and helping me network and meet the artists who made this project possible.  

 To my friends and family who directly contributed, pushed, and supported me through 

this project: You know who you are, and I wish I had an entire appendix to list every name.  I’m 

forever in your debt. 

 But most of all, I thank my mother, Diane Nance. This one’s for me, sure, but it’s really 

for you. Love you to infinity and beyond…and beyond and beyond.  

 



 vi 

ABSTRACT 

Whether situated on public or privately-owned property, murals, art installments, and art-

centered events often serve as a source of cultural development in their communities. The arts 

have been found to play a vital role in fostering local pride and imagery, attracting tourism, 

economic development, and often become key contributions to city beautification and 

revitalization efforts. Some projects or events may be grant, nonprofit, or government funded, 

while others may be privately funded by local businesses, individuals, or organizations. Many of 

these beautification or revitalization efforts are referred to as “creative placemaking”, a way of 

using art and creativity to attach meaning and significance to place. Placemaking is considered to 

have numerous positive social and economic impacts on neighborhoods and communities but has 

also been noted to potentially contribute to gentrification and displacement, and without precise 

intentionality, may erase or muffle cultural histories and voices of a neighborhood or its long-

term residents. 

While a considerable amount of research has been conducted on creative placemaking, 

gentrification, and displacement in larger cities, there is a still a significant gap in knowledge 

about the process and impact of placemaking in smaller, mid-sized, Midwest cities. This study 

sought to rectify this gap by conducting a series of in-depth interviews examining artists’ 

engagement in public art in their communities, their perspectives on gentrification and 

neighborhood change in relation to public art enterprises, and how artist’s values may play a role 

in the level of intentionality in regard to what they will and will not contribute when it comes to 

public art initiatives.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Whether situated on public or privately-owned property, murals, art installments, and art-

centered events often serve as a source of cultural development in their communities. The arts 

have been found to play a vital role in fostering local pride and imagery, attracting tourism and 

economic development. Artists and their public art endeavors contribute to revitalization, 

redevelopment, and beautification efforts as markers for attracting the “creative class” through 

increased innovation, diversity, and creative efforts (Florida, 2003). In fact, findings from a 2015 

American Housing Survey by the U.S. Census Bureau in conjunction with the National 

Endowment for the Arts, found close to 40% percent of those surveyed stated living in 

convenient proximity to arts and cultural events was important to them (National Endowment for 

the Arts, 2019). 

The presence of artists and public art has been historically associated with neighborhood 

change. For example, a study for the National Endowment for the Arts conducted in the early 

1980s found that higher percentages of artists in the labor force corresponded with higher rates 

of downtown gentrification and condominium development (Zukin, 1987). Similarly, Ley (1996, 

2016) found that the presence of artists in a census district in four major Canadian cities was 

found to be a strong statistical predictor of subsequent gentrification in that area.  Hackworth and 

Smith (2002), in their three wave model of gentrification, also note the presence of the art 

community was correlated with residential gentrification in such neighborhoods as Soho, 

Tribeca, and the Lower East Side, with a corresponding pattern of displacing some of the area’s 
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poorest residents as the flow of capital into these neighborhoods increased (Cameron & Coaffee, 

2006; Hackworth & Smith, 2002).    

  Generally drawn to areas where rent is inexpensive and the development of coworking 

and co-living spaces is possible, artists may find themselves living in working-class areas of a 

city where they can live alternative or “counter cultural” lifestyles. By creating quirky and 

unique changes in the spaces they live, artists may attract new residents and visitors to the 

neighborhood to enjoy changes in the retail and commercial landscape (Enright & McIntyre, 

2019). By making an area more aesthetically pleasing, inviting, and interesting for the middle-

class (Shaw, 2011), and transforming it into an up-and-coming space, artists can play a pivotal 

role in an area, catching the eye of outsiders.  

One method in which artists may “activate” or “revitalize” an area is through “creative 

placemaking”, or, the strategic shaping of a space through arts and cultural activities (Webb, 

2014). Other conditions of creative placemaking include partnerships between organizations and 

individuals, such as non-profit entities or other public, private, or community sectors (Webb, 

2014). Definitions of creative placemaking can differ from one artist or entity to the next, 

making it a “fuzzy” concept, as noted by Nicodemus (2013), who cites at least seven different 

definitions of creative placemaking used by different funders and investment organizations. The 

current research will primarily draw upon Webb’s general definition of creative placemaking, 

noting participants’ personal definitions of creative placemaking may vary and align more 

closely with other “fuzzy” definitions.  

Previous research suggests that the perceived impacts of placemaking or the entry of the 

“creative class” can also vary. Markusen and Gadwa (2010) discuss how creative placemaking 

“animates public and private spaces, rejuvenates structures and streetscapes, improves local 
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business viability and public safety, and brings diverse people together to celebrate, inspire, and 

be inspired.”  At the same time, the arts and culture continue to be associated with efforts to 

advance revitalization efforts and promoting economic development (Nicodemus, 2013).   Thus, 

it is difficult to speak to neighborhood change without also addressing gentrification.  

Much like creative placemaking, definitions of gentrification seem to differ from one 

source to another, and its impacts, legacy, and processes may also be up for debate. Many 

gentrification scholars focus on the business-oriented neighborhood changes as signals for 

gentrification, rather than expanding to include the presence of artists. In their research using 

Yelp data, Glaeser, Kim, and Luca (2018) point to the introduction of a Starbucks into a 

neighborhood as a catalyst for increasing housing values, as well as increasing numbers of 

grocery stores, laundromats, bars, and cafes being associated with growing numbers of college 

educated residents in an area.  

In the case of Wichita, Kansas, instances of private/public partnerships with artists in the 

name of creative placemaking within the city’s revitalization efforts are increasingly evident. 

Wichita has seen a surge of interest in mural projects, public art, and creative placemaking 

initiatives along Douglas Avenue, spread out from the College Hill neighborhood to the Delano 

neighborhood. In recent years, several new and reimagined residential developments have come 

to life in the recently rebranded “Spaghetti Works” district (named after an obsolete Italian 

restaurant whose name still remains in large print on the building which has since been 

redeveloped into luxury lofts) (Reynolds, 2019). Similarly development efforts are occurring 

throughout the Delano neighborhood which has seen recent construction of a new baseball 

stadium and luxury apartments, with other residential and retail spaces in the works (Love, 

2020). However, it is not surprising that in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent 
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economic difficulties facing the city, the vision of redevelopment projects remains relatively 

unclear and somewhat frozen in time.  Nonetheless, Wichita makes for an interesting case for 

expanding current understandings of the role artists and the arts play in revitalization efforts in 

the Midwest. Through interviews with local artists, this study will explore their perspectives of 

the impact of public art and creative placemaking on the city of Wichita and their role in these 

processes. Also examined are the themes of placemaking noted in the literature, and whether 

Wichita is experiencing shifts correlated with these themes. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Conceptual Framework  

2.1.1 Gentrification and the Creative Class 

“Gentrification” was first coined by Ruth Glass, describing the process of displacement 

of the London working-class by the middle classes (Glass, 1964). The term “gentrification” tends 

to evoke different reactions and hold different definitions person-to-person, but generally deals 

with the idea of an influx of wealthier residents to a lower-income neighborhood prompting 

neighborhood change. Talk of gentrification is often met with criticism and concerns of rising 

rents, displacement, and threats to existing communities (Smith, 1996). Gentrification can take 

form as luxury housing development, high-end retail spaces, and privatization potentially leading 

to displacement of a neighborhood’s long-term residents, especially in communities of color. On 

the other hand, “gentrification” can also be perceived in a more positive context, such as a 

community-led initiative focusing on bringing better public services, amenities, and economic 

opportunities to current residents (Wilson, 2015).  

The perceived impacts of gentrification can be challenging to unpack or directly link to 

such outcomes, as residential and commercial neighborhoods tend to be constantly undergoing 

change and different levels of development (Billingham, 2017). Zukin (2016) sums up 

gentrification as reflecting three paradoxes: 1) “unanticipated” (despite an area seeming the least 

likely target for gentrification due to conditions or lack of public services, the highly educated 

with relatively modest means are attracted to these areas, rather unpredictably), 2) “unimportant” 

(media talks about gentrifiers “returning to the city” yet suburban growth outpaces urban growth, 

and some of the fastest-growing cities such as Austin, TX are laid out in a suburban manner), 
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and 3) “uneventful” (the extent to which gentrification causes displacement of existing residents 

is difficult to discern from the actual process of gentrification).  

While the process of gentrification does not necessarily play out the same in every 

neighborhood, it often begins with a similar “first wave.” Areas filled with run-down housing 

and lack of resources attract the “initial gentrifiers”: highly educated individuals, often engaged 

in creative or “intelligent” work (Zukin, 2016). It is here that Zukin’s conceptualization of initial 

gentrifiers overlaps with Florida’s (2003) idea of the “creative class”, however Florida focuses 

more on the creative class than gentrification itself.  Florida defines the creative class as 

individuals whose work “creates meaningful new forms” and includes a wide variety of 

members, from engineers and scientists to college educators, poets, and artists. Differentiating 

itself from human capital theory, which focuses on attracting highly-educated residents to an area 

to stimulate economic growth, Florida’s “creative capital theory” focuses on what factors draw 

the so-called “creative class” to an area- suggesting the creative class prefer areas that are more 

innovative, diverse, and tolerant.  

2.1.2 Creative Placemaking  

The current study focuses heavily on the role of creative placemaking in urban 

revitalization. The theoretical framework of creative placemaking is constantly in development, 

as it is a “bottom up” approach that heavily relies on community participation and collaboration 

between government, business, and artists/creatives to succeed (Gallagher & Ehlman, 2019). 

Thus, placemaking is considered to be situated, manifesting differently depending on the location 

in which it occurs (Buzier & Turnhout, 2011). Through the transformation of spaces by utilizing 

creative methods and community participation, creative placemaking seeks to strengthen 

people’s connections to communities and shared spaces (Toolis, 2017). As described by Shaw 
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and Montana (2014), placemaking, can evoke positive associations while being used for various 

agendas. City planners and developers have been incorporating the arts into economic 

development models for decades, with hopes the arts can spur economic prosperity and 

reenergize an area (Wilson, 2015).  

Without access to capital, however, creative placemaking initiatives would be next to 

impossible to implement, and thus often requires some sort of collaboration between artists or 

placemakers and benefactors with capital. In fact, funding can be a difficult resource for artists to 

have consistent access to, which makes project-based funding appealing and difficult to turn 

down. This interdependency, however, can raise some concern for whether the foundations 

providing funds have an understanding of the needs of a community, how a project may impact 

it, or whether the priorities and intentions of those on their boards align with the best interest of 

current residents in a neighborhood (Wilson, 2015).   

Markusen and Gadwa (2010), notable experts in the study of creative placemaking, 

suggest that creative placemaking will often intend to serve the livability, diversity, and 

economic development goals of an area, placing emphasis on increasing feelings of safety, as 

well as aesthetics for those who work, live in, or visit a given area (see also Webb, 2014). They 

further assert that for creative placemaking to be successful, it must encompass six vital 

components: an entrepreneurial start by artists, commitment to a place and its distinctive 

character, mobilization of public will, attraction of private sector support, active participation of 

the arts and cultural leaders, and successful collaboration between government, business and 

artists (Markusen & Gadwa, 2010). Based on her study of creative placemaking and social 

equity, Webb (2014) recommends three additional criteria for expanding the framework of 

placemaking: (1) placemaking that is guided by civic engagement activities fostering cultural 
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stewardship, (2) placemaking that ignites systemic social change and youth empowerment, and 

(3) an articulated shared aesthetic of belonging. Moreover, in her article cautioning the potential 

negative impact of placemaking, Wilson (2015) emphasizes that the most successful 

placemaking initiatives are ones that arise organically and are led by the community itself, rather 

than outsiders or developers.  

In promotion of placemaking initiatives, in the early 2000s many city officials and 

economic development planners inspired by Florida’s (2002) The Rise of the Creative Class 

sought to foster growth in the arts (Ley, 2016) in hopes of stimulating the economic growth 

commonly associated with a prominent presence of the arts and artists. This push for arts growth 

resulted in a seat at the table for nonprofit art institutions and organizations in city planning and 

redevelopment processes (Grodach, Foster & Murdoch, 2014). As a result, these efforts 

demonstrated creative placemaking’s potential to bring together groups that don’t typically work 

alongside one another. Under typical circumstances, these groups may even oppose one another 

or have differing goals or opinions. While the emphasis on the arts undoubtedly benefits art 

communities, unique circumstances and tensions can arise when creative and economic goals 

conflict. Because funding is an integral part of being able to complete projects, artists and 

placemakers may find themselves at the mercy of donors, who may exercise more control over 

an initiative than their creative counterparts would prefer (Gallagher & Ehlman, 2019.) For 

example, if a developer is more interested in generating capital in an area and has financial 

control over a placemaking initiative, despite the artists’ values, the developer will likely have 

the final say in how the process moves forward.  

Drawing on these existing conceptualizations and utilizing a qualitative grounded theory 

approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1973), the current research investigates the phenomenon of creative 
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placemaking in Wichita, Kansas. Since both creative placemaking and its impact will look 

different depending on the city, neighborhood, and those involved in the process, the use of 

grounded theory will allow an investigation of what the process and impacts look like for 

Wichita’s local community from the perspective of one key stakeholder, local artists. While there 

is a growing body of literature surrounding creative placemaking and public art for many dense, 

major cities, such as Toronto (McLean, 2014; Mathews, 2014; Enright & McIntyre, 2019), 

Portland (Shaw & Sullivan, 2011), New York City (Molotch, & Treskon, 2009), and Baltimore, 

Maryland (Rich & Tsitsos, 2016), there are noticeable gaps in the literature when it comes to 

explorations of processes in smaller or mid-sized, Midwest cities. One exception is Gallagher 

and Ehlman (2019) who examined creative placemaking and collaboration in Rapid City, South 

Dakota, a rural city significantly smaller than Wichita, who noted unique conditions from more 

urban spaces. The current research, then, joins the likes of Gallagher and Ehlman to add to the 

understanding of the phenomenon of creative placemaking in one Midwest, mid-sized city, 

focusing attention on the efforts of Wichita, Kansas.  

2.1.3 Who Is Placemaking For (And Who Does It Erase)?  

Public spaces have historically been stratified in exclusionary ways that ignore or 

displace women, people of color, and low-income individuals in a disproportionate manner 

(Toolis, 2017). City planners and political leaders may talk about the idea of “creative 

destruction” as a way to start over or rebuild a space with new buildings or people, effectively 

erasing the histories of these spaces and former residents, while saddling them with the blame for 

the dilapidation of the properties being demolished (Hunter, Pattillo, Robinson & Taylor, 2016). 

In working to make an area more appealing to the “creative class”, neighborhood change and 
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restructuring can contribute to the displacement of marginalized residents and whitewash or 

erase the existing histories of a community (Toolis, 2017). 

As a result of predatory lending practices, unemployment, and unmanageable mortgage 

payments, the foreclosure crisis of the early 21st century greatly contributed to the displacement 

of residents in prominently Black neighborhoods of Chicago (Hunter, Pattillo, Robinson & 

Taylor, 2016). One county commissioner for Cook County referred to the pending demolitions as 

similar to “pruning a tree”, and making surroundings more valuable, demonstrating a disregard 

for both the lives of current residents and the histories and significance of these spaces for the 

Black community (Hunter et al, 2016). Likewise, in a case study of downtown Detroit, 

Montgomery (2016) describes the process of watching placemaking change their own 

neighborhood, impacting long-term and low-income residents: 

Placemaking increased racial co-presence, but low-income residents had low priority in 

the planning of amenities for privatized space––for example, they could listen to live 

music at Campus Martius, but they could not afford its pricey bistro (pg. 790-792). 

Despite a “revitalized” space being theoretically open to all, in practice, as Montgomery 

illustrates, this does not mean it is entirely accessible as historically low-income residents do not 

have full-access and utilization of spaces in the same way that higher-income or more privileged 

residents could.  

At the same time, other research suggests that placemaking can have the potential to 

promote social inclusion and a sense of belonging among residents when it amplifies the stories 

and histories of marginalized groups. Within this context, the concept of “critical placemaking” 

describes the process of working to “promote social justice by disrupting systems of domination 

and creating public places that are accessible and inclusive, plural, and participatory” (Toolis, 
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2017). In their article discussing the concept of “Black Placemaking”, Hunter, Pattillo, Robinson, 

and Taylor (2016) utilize this lens to emphasize that Black spaces are not abandoned, destructive, 

or run down spaces requiring the “pruning” mentioned by the county commissioner mentioned 

above, but joyful and rejuvenating, and in a more equitable world, could be so much more 

amplified, stating:  

We offer a broad corrective to the imbalanced social science scholarship on black 

communities, which often portrays urban black residents and their neighborhoods as 

bounded, plagued by violence, victims and perpetrators, unproductive, and isolated from 

one another and the city writ large, if not also pathological, dangerous, and depressing. A 

black placemaking perspective counters this narrative by focusing on the agency, intent, 

and even spontaneity of urban black residents – across genders, sexualities, ages, classes, 

and politics – in creating places that are sustaining, affirming, and pleasurable. This is the 

matter of black lives” (pg. 51).  

Too often, placemaking’s “revitalization” efforts neglect considerations of economic and racial 

inequality in favor of focusing solely on “regenerating” a space to promote development and 

attract investment (Toolis, 2017).  This disregard for the histories and lives of marginalized 

individuals, as Hunter et al (2016) point out, is one of placemaking’s greatest criticisms when 

operating from a “beautification”, development mindset. While longtime residents of a 

neighborhood may base their claims to their land on their rights and community bonds, 

developers and economic elites often justify their right to control placemaking because of the 

economic return and image change they can generate for a city (Montgomery, 2016). 

Ongoing revitalization and rebranding efforts beg the question: who are these revitalized 

areas and residential spaces for? As Smith (1996) has pointed out, the frequent framing of 
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gentrification efforts as involving groups of “urban pioneers” has been “insultingly applied to 

contemporary cities” implying that “no one lives in the areas being pioneered. No one worthy of 

notice, at least” (pg. 122). Take for example Naftzger Park, located in the heart of the Spaghetti 

Works District in Wichita, Kansas, which has had a long history of grabbing city officials’ 

attention, leading to attempts from local government and law enforcement to permanently 

displace low-income, disadvantaged, and unhoused individuals living in the area (Billingham, 

2017). When certain groups are framed as outsiders or “out of place”, these narratives can 

contribute to exclusion and dehumanization. “Anti-homeless architecture”, fences, and enclosed 

“public” spaces can contribute to making public spaces inaccessible to certain members of the 

public and “reserved” for “elites” (Toolis, 2017).  

Described as the visual “language of exclusion and entitlement” enforcing the idea of 

“who belongs’’ and “who doesn’t” (Zukin, 1995; Shaw, 2011), insight as to who public art is 

“for” can be found by noting the concentration of where placemaking and public art takes place, 

who it is accessible to, and who is made to feel comfortable in these spaces. Stereotypes and 

negative framing of low-income, unhoused, and working-class individuals can further narratives 

of fear and disbelonging in order to justify the privatization of public spaces, making them more 

inaccessible to the entire public, in favor of a more privileged segment of the community. 

(Toolis, 2017).   

2.1.4 Arts-Led Urbanization and Artists as “Tools for Gentrification”: the Case of Wichita 

Whether intentional or not, artists have found themselves labeled as a “tool for 

gentrification” (Rich, 2017) and in Neil Smith’s book (1996), The New Frontier: Gentrification 

and the Revanchist City, he acknowledges that “art galleries, dance clubs, and studios have been 

the shock troops of neighborhood reinvestment” (pg. 195). While rising rents, displacement, and 
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redevelopment at the cost of the working class may not be an intended consequence, artists’ 

arrival in working-class neighborhoods is often associated with these early stages of 

gentrification (Rich, 2017). Worth noting, is the language around gentrification, terms such as 

“revitalization”, “upgrading”, “renaissance” and “redevelopment” seem to suggest the 

neighborhoods in which gentrification is occurring were void of pre-existing value or culture 

(Smith, 1996).  

Because many working-class neighborhoods have lower rents and availability of 

buildings that can be converted to live-work spaces, many artists are drawn to these areas, often 

bringing creative change (Enright & McIntyre, 2019). The attraction of artists to a space is often 

followed by the middle class, attracted to the cultural and aesthetic changes associated with 

artists’ presence (Enright & McIntyre, 2019). Developers may take note and convert former live-

work spaces into lofts or condos, potentially pushing out the very artists who created the 

neighborhood changes that drew so many in and losing the very character of the neighborhood 

that people came to be a part of in the first place (Makagon, 2010; Ley, 2003). Some of these 

areas may be labeled as arts districts and are now prevalent in most major U.S. cities (Buckman, 

et al., 2017).  

While the goals of public art may be to create local pride or stability, it can become a 

catalyst of new market competition (Zukin, 1982). In her book, Hollow City, Rebecca Solnitt 

(2018) challenges artists’ responsibility for this phenomenon: 

 I am not sure that artists should be held responsible for gentrification; it is not 

necessarily their fault that wealthy professionals follow their lead. After all, creeps tend 

to follow teenage girls around, but teenage girls neither create nor encourage them (p. 

100). 
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Through this process, artists may unintentionally become viewed as complicit in displacement or 

gentrification, particularly when existing relationships and organizing efforts may become 

undermined by funder-driven initiatives that do not have roots within the existing community 

(Wilson, 2015). 

As increasing amounts of funding has been poured into the drive for more public art in 

Wichita, with many grant opportunities being entrepreneurially funded, the pressure for artists to 

collaborate with businesses and other community groups has also grown (McLean, 2014).  For 

example, in 2019, the City of Wichita passed a “percent-for-art” ordinance that would set aside 

one percent of its capital improvement project budget for each fiscal year for public art projects. 

Not only has such initiatives signaled a commitment to public art within the city of Wichita, but 

similar ordinances have been established in hundreds of cities across the United States. Ty 

Tabing, a member of the group drafting the ordinance, hoped this effort would make Wichita 

“more attractive to people who already live here and people considering moving here”, as he told 

the Wichita Eagle, suggesting Wichita was playing a game of “catch-up” in comparison to other 

cities (Riedl, 2019). While it remains relatively unclear what exactly Wichita is playing “catch-

up” to, Tabing’s comments certainly align with strategies for attracting the creative class as 

discussed by Florida (2003), seeking to stimulate creative efforts in the city in order to attract 

new residents.  

In addition to city government support, multiple arts organizations and community 

foundations have committed to various public art and creative placemaking initiatives in the City 

of Wichita as well. The Knight Foundation, an organization investing in cities where its founders 

once owned newspapers, for example, has partnered with the Wichita Community Foundation to 

award funds to multiple projects in the city, including Horizontes (Knight Foundation, 2020) and 
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the Alley Doors project (Rengers, 2020). On Wichita’s page for the foundation, the Knight 

Foundation cites its partnership with Wichita as support for the city’s “work in revitalizing its 

downtown to accelerate talent attraction and retention” with hopes to “ultimately help increase 

Wichita’s population” by investing in the arts and entrepreneurship (Knight Foundation, 2020). 

These initiatives tie into Florida’s “3Ts” of economic development: technology, talent, and 

tolerance, with “talent” being defined as “those with a bachelor’s degree and above” (Florida, 

2003). The specific emphasis on “accelerating talent” appears to be evidence of movement 

toward arts-lead urbanization (Enright & McIntyre, 2019) in the city of Wichita.  

Within the past several years, Wichita’s downtown has seen a concentration of new 

murals and placemaking initiatives, in addition to some major changes. The Pop Up Park, 

located downtown off of Douglas Avenue, was created in 2015 as a solution to fill an empty 

hole, abandoned by a previous developer, and had moderate success and popularity. The park 

was ultimately closed in September 2020 with little explanation, Downtown Wichita urging 

citizens to think of new ways to utilize the space (Wichita Downtown Development Corporation, 

2020). The City of Wichita states it will continue to develop and revitalize areas in the city’s 

downtown, Oldtown, and Delano districts in order to “encourage economic growth by promoting 

foot traffic, adding aesthetic value, and finding space for those who want to enjoy downtown 

working and living” (Love, 2020).  

To date, the highest concentration of public art and placemaking projects listed on the 

Downtown Wichita website reside in the 67214 zip code. This area captures a great portion of 

the Douglas Avenue strip as well as the North End neighborhood, including the Horizontes 

Project, an initiative intentionally focused on the North End and Northeast neighborhoods, in an 

attempt to concentrate some of the public art efforts in economically disadvantaged and 
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predominantly Hispanic/Latinx and Black neighborhoods with the intent of providing 

representation and equity of art distribution efforts.  The second largest concentration occurs in 

the 67211 zip code, which also captures a part of the Douglas Avenue strip and extends just 

south. This art collective consists largely of Avenue Art Days’ with a focus on the Douglas 

Design District, as Avenue Art Days is largely a Douglas Design District initiative. While, the 

Douglas Design District and Avenue Art Days do not express specific intentions of targeting 

areas of economic disadvantage, interestingly available data suggests they have done so. 

Publicly available Census data, suggests both the 67211 and 67214 zip codes are highly 

renter occupied areas, with 58.1% and 65.3% of occupants renting their homes (Appendix B1). 

Likewise, relatively low levels of residents in these areas have obtained a bachelor’s degree or 

higher (13.5% and 11.5%) and the median income for these areas were the lowest in comparison 

to all other zip codes assessed. Meanwhile, 67202, the zip code capturing Wichita’s downtown 

area, covering placemaking initiatives such as the Pop Up Park, has an even higher percentage of 

renter occupied housing (88.1%) and bachelor’s degree holders (56.5%), but the median income 

for the area remains at $36,791, not significantly higher than that of the 67211 zip code. Given 

these are downtown areas, the demographic data suggests a higher number of individuals living 

in apartments, and the lower income levels despite higher levels of educational attainment may 

further suggest younger individuals currently enrolled in or recently graduated from university 

reside in these areas.    

 Further exploration of the demographic patterns in these heavily muraled areas, suggests 

differences in the racial-ethnic diversity of communities targeted for arts-based revitalization. 

Within the 67214 zip code, the population is predominantly Black (43.9%), with Hispanic/Latinx 

residents representing 24.8%, while white residents make up 38% of the population in the zip 
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code (Appendix B2). It is worth noting that the Horizontes’ mural projects intentionally focused 

on the North End, along with other murals along Douglas Avenue not considered to be a part of 

North End specifically are located within this zip code. In contrast, the 67211 zip code which 

incorporates the Douglas Design District is overwhelmingly white (Appendix B2).  

Most recently, placemaking and mural initiatives appear to be nestled along Douglas 

Avenue between Waco and Clifton Avenue (Appendix C4). The majority of these endeavors lie 

in the 67202, 67203, 67214, and 67208 zip codes. Downtown Wichita, mostly settled within the 

67202 zip code, is 88.1% renter-occupied, 90.6% white, and 56.6% of residents have a 

Bachelor’s degree or higher (Appendix B2). The higher levels of Bachelor degree attainment 

within this particular part of the city appears to be at least somewhat indicative of the presence of 

what Florida (2003) referenced as a marker of the creative class, namely, the growing presence 

of  “talented” and “skilled” workers.      

            Finally, Wichita’s Delano neighborhood appears to be the city’s next focus for 

redevelopment. In 2020, the neighborhood welcomed a new baseball stadium that was supposed 

to spur new economic activity and development in the area, but due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

was unable to open on schedule. New apartment construction near the river continues, despite 

questions about who will fill its units. Across from the new ballpark, empty houses await 

demolition to be turned into parking for the stadium (Love, 2020).  

    2.3 The Current Study 

As outlined previously, there is a large body of literature examining art’s role in 

gentrification in many major, larger, more dense cities, such as New York City (Hicks, 2019) or 

Toronto (Mathews, 2014), but less focusing on cities like Wichita which are inherently more 

working-class and less often perceived as artistic epicenters. Placemaking is gaining traction as a 
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method to further economic development in several states and major cities, although the 

literature focusing on them specifically remains sparse, prompting a call to examine this 

phenomenon in cities of smaller sizes (Kelly, Ruther, Ehresman & Nickerson, 2017). The 

purpose of this study was to rectify this gap by conducting a series of in-depth interviews 

examining artists’ engagement in public art in their communities, their perspectives on 

gentrification and neighborhood change in relation to public art enterprises, and how artist’s 

values may play a role in the level of intentionality in regard to what they will and will not 

contribute when it comes to public art initiatives.  

Additionally, this study examines perceived neighborhood transitions as a result of public 

art projects through the exploration of public documents, such as local newspaper articles and 

public Census data, in order to map the concentration of creative placemaking and public art 

initiatives across the city. Gaining insights into how these processes come to be, the role artists 

play, and potential impacts is vital for more inclusive urban planning. Such information can be 

used to make decisions about how to move forward, particularly in providing insights into ways 

that well-planned intentionality can be utilized to cause the least amount of disruption for current 

residents and those most at-risk for the adverse implications of gentrification.  

2.3.1 Research Questions 

In exploring the relationship between the arts and creative placemaking, this study seeks to 

answer four main research questions: 

1. How do artists in Wichita perceive the impact of the public art projects they are 

involved in?  

2. What role do artists see themselves playing within the process of creative 

placemaking?  
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3. How do artists see their role in potential gentrification and displacement? And, 

4. Can we see signs of gentrification or displacement in the areas of Wichita seeing 

the greatest revitalization attention?  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

To understand the impact of public art projects and creative placemaking in the Wichita 

community, a qualitative interview approach was used. First, in depth-interviews with prominent 

artists, creative placemakers, and “cultural entrepreneurs” (Pratt, 2009) in the Wichita 

community were conducted. A purposeful sample of participants were chosen by their 

involvement in arts and culture-based placemaking initiatives, as well as theoretical sampling to 

ensure inclusion of diverse perspectives and backgrounds. Artists were recruited based on their 

reputation in the Wichita art community and a snowball sampling method was also incorporated 

based on recommendations from participants regarding others that could be important key 

informants to include in the research, based upon their own knowledge. A total of eight 

interviews were conducted between November 2020 and March 2021.  

During the semi-structured interview process, artists were asked questions about their 

identity as an artist, their values, projects they have been involved in, what role they see 

themselves in within the process of creative placemaking, difficulties they’ve experienced as 

artists, perceived positives and negatives of the Wichita art scene, and how they feel art and 

creative placemaking impacts their community [see Appendix A]. These interviews were 

conducted in an open manner, giving artists the opportunity to discuss other relevant topics that 

naturally emerged during the process. Interviews averaged about 45 minutes in length and were 

recorded utilizing the video recording option on Zoom following the approved WSU IRB 

protocol, with the exception of one interview conducted in-person with social distancing 

guidelines in place per the approved COVID-19 protocol. All interviews were then fully 

transcribed for analysis.   
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Following the process of grounded theory (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007), initial interview 

data was generally sorted and labeled through an open coding process, then codes were further 

focused and refined in order to identify categories or themes in subsequent readings of the data 

using a constant comparative process. The qualitative data was analyzed using ATLAS.TI to 

manage the coding process. Throughout the analysis, particular attention was devoted to the 

documentation of dynamic processes emerging from the data. A few apriori codes, drawn from 

the existing literature, served as sensitizing concepts during analysis, such as “Artists as Shock 

Troops of Gentrification,” as well as any emergent themes addressing gentrification and creative 

placemaking.  In sum, data were coded through a substantive coding process, including the 

phases of open coding then more focused coding to assess the emergence of themes grounded in 

the data, following the processes outlined by Bryant and Charmaz (2007). Initially, 32 codes 

emerged during the open coding process, which were condensed into five categories of themes: 

1) neighborhood change and implications, 2) artists as “shock troops of gentrification”, 3) 

representation, diversity and voices, 4) perceptions of art and artists within Wichita, and 5) 

personal definitions and understanding of creative placemaking and public art. 

To gain a more nuanced understanding of coordinated community arts initiatives, an 

interactive visual indicating where the concentration of Wichita’s creative placemaking 

initiatives and public art projects were being located was also generated. Specifically, ArcGIS 

was utilized to create a Story Map of locations in which public art and creative placemaking 

initiatives (murals, galleries, significant spaces, etc.) in Wichita occurred. Address data and 

publicly available background information for public art spaces utilized in the mapping process 

was collected from multiple local websites documenting Wichita’s murals and art initiatives, 

including MuralsofWichita.net, The Horizontes Project, and Visit Wichita. While the gathered 
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murals and public art works are not an exhaustive inventory of all projects having occurred in the 

city of Wichita, any works that were part of a focused effort in the last seven years, as well as a 

few prominent murals highlighted on the “Visit Wichita” website, were included in the mapping 

process. The resulting Story Map provides an overall visualization of the locations of 116 public 

art works promoted as attractions across the city of Wichita. Both publicly available and 

personally generated photos of art were integrated into the map in addition to data about when 

particular art or placemaking endeavors were installed, including location, the artist(s), and if 

they were part of a focused initiative, such as Horizontes or Avenue Art Days.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

    As a result of the analysis, five themes emerged to provide insight into artist perceptions of 

their role in community placemaking. Artists’ quotes are provided within the context of analysis, 

to give full voice to the artists’ perspectives.  

Creative Placemaking and Public Art: Definitions and Discussions   

Consistent with previous literature on creative placemaking (Nicodemus, 2013; Webb, 

2014), all artists interviewed for this study held differing definitions of and approaches to 

creative placemaking. Despite variations in personal definitions, creative placemaking was often 

referred to as a way of transforming a space through arts or activities, consistent with Webb’s 

(2014) conceptualization.  

To me, creative placemaking involves the execution of some sort of public art project, where the 

line between the audience and artists is sort of blurred. Everyone is a stakeholder in the creation 

of the artwork that gets installed or what or whatever it is, that happens there. And sometimes it's 

not even an artwork, it could just be a festival or some sort of event that involves people that 

aren't professionals, and aren't artists and who are maybe like, vendors, or they have some sort of 

talent or maybe a musician. (Hugo Zelada-Romero, 2021).  

 

As the above excerpt illustrates, creative placemaking can have broad definitions, expanding 

beyond just the scope of public art or murals, and for many includes events or festivals. A 

creative or artistic component is still necessary to be considered creative placemaking, and the 

process of attaching meaning or significance to a space is also of importance.  

 Additionally, it was also common for participants to discuss the process of transforming 

a space by “activating”, revitalizing, or beautifying it in some way. Spaces targeted by 
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placemakers are often approached with a problem-solving mindset, using public art or another 

mode of placemaking that draws people in, to solve a previously existing issue in a space, such 

as safety concerns or a specific unmet need.  Artist Anthony Joiner illustrates this problem-

solving aspect of placemaking: 

As an example, if we were to activate that space over there. There’s a specific need that needs to 

be met in that space. So we have to first get an understanding of what that need is and what other 

things can be addressed underneath that particular need, but that need comes first. And the need 

there is parking. So we have to figure out, why is there that need for parking? Are there any 

alternatives? And kind of how we look at it from there. Right? And then in addition to parking, 

what blank space do we have left? And in that, we look at the surrounding area and say, “what 

problems can we address here?” I think that we really need to start looking at, in terms of that, let 

me go to my definition, my definition of that is just activating a space in a way that the 

surrounding community can use it and use it comfortably (Anthony Joiner, 2021). 

Thus, understanding the needs of the community and utilizing placemaking to help problem-

solve and not only cultivate meaning and attachment to space, but increased usability and 

accessibility, is another way in which artists believe creative placemaking can be utilized in a 

people-first way.  

Consistently, the act of creating a sense of community, engagement, or belonging in a 

space was noted as an important component of placemaking as outlined by Beal: 

I see placemaking as a process that builds emotional attachment. And I see a creative part of that 

as a vehicle to attract community, right? It's like, you're gonna have this process, but you need 

something for them to do something fun, you need a way to experiment, you know, 

experimentation gives everybody a seat at the table, if you approach things as an experiment, 

there's room for everyone there. And I think creative placemaking makes room for that  (Kristin 

Beal, 2021). 
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Thus, placemaking has the capability to strengthen people’s attachment to spaces and their 

communities, as not only reiterated above but also by Toolis (2017). This attachment increases 

interaction with a space and encourages people to return and gather en mass. Several locations 

were frequently referenced as popular placemaking spaces across the city of Wichita including 

Gallery Alley, Naftzger Park, the now closed Pop Up Park/Chalk Talks Board, and the 

Horizontes project in Wichita’s North End neighborhood. 

Finally, for many participants, definitions of public art were often twofold, with different 

definitions depending on the way that art was funded or executed.  

I like to make a distinction in public art, kind of, public with capital “P”, meaning Public art that 

has been created through city investment, through city government. And then there’s public art, 

that can be done either through a private enterprise or through just individual - some self-funded. 

You know, and graffiti art, you know, it’s public art, it’s also self-funded, right? And it’s no 

different than a fancy mural that was commissioned by a developer that sits on private property. 

So Public art - capital “P” - is art that has been sanctioned and maybe even funded by public 

money, by city government. And then public art that is privately funded. So that’s how I define 

public art. (Armando Minjarez, 2020).  

The emotional investment in placemaking and public (both with a lowercase and capital “P”) 

works of art can heavily impact the value and connectedness they hold within a space, 

neighborhood or community. While placemaking may seek out to problem solve or draw people 

into a space, it also places artistic and sentimental value in that space that may not have been 

present before, thus contributing to the labeling of areas experiencing placemaking as 

“revitalized” or “beautified” (Smith, 1996).  
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“A Place at the Table”: Perceptions of Art and Artists in Wichita 

An increasing amount of funding has been poured into the drive for more public art.  

While many grant opportunities are entrepreneurially funded, there is increasing pressure for 

artists to collaborate with businesses and other community groups (McLean, 2014). As discussed 

previously, in 2019, the City of Wichita passed a “percent-for-art” ordinance that would set aside 

one percent of its capital improvement project budget for each fiscal year for public art projects, 

signaling a commitment to public art endeavors. Artists in Wichita had mixed perceptions of 

existing funding structures, with many taking active roles in educating the business community 

about the importance of investing in public art as Kiefer describes below:  

We have finally, I think, convinced a lot of business leaders that there is a place at the table for 

the arts. That we bring a lot to a community - and I get it, at first, you know, when you want to 

look at trying to build tax base you’ve got to look at building the brick and mortar, you’ve got to 

look at the taxable base to try to even fund any kind of community artwork or community 

enhancements. But all that said, they're seeing that we add to the quality of life. And quality of 

life is what grows communities in large part (Ann Kiefer, 2021). 

 

Wichita’s recent and continued investment in public art has been viewed by many artists and 

community members as an investment in quality of life. While Wichita’s tax base and ability to 

invest in the arts on a larger-scale is difficult to compare to more heavily populated cities, the 

general consensus amongst interviewees is that while it is still playing catch up, it has made 

significant strides in the past several years.  

In addition to the city’s efforts, multiple arts organizations and community foundations 

have committed to various public art and creative placemaking initiatives. Harvester Arts, for 

example, has established itself as an access point for resources, opportunities, and community for 
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artists, focusing on visual installations and performance art in addition to hosting both in and out-

of-town residency artists, which artists appreciate.  

I do feel that we are lucky to have organizations like Harvester Arts who are actively trying to, 

like, create better lives, livelihood for artists, they have a program called Artists Inc. I didn't know 

anything about grants. Thanks to a Harvester Arts, their concern is creating opportunities and 

resources for artists so that they can have these things, and they're also I think, they've got such 

you know, they've definitely got such a big footprint in Wichita as far as like creative 

placemaking and doing the work to get those jobs for artists, I'm really impressed by them 

(Delilah Reed, 2020). 

 

Investment in artists by local organizations such as Harvester Arts’ are believed to have 

contributed to the growth of Wichita’s art community as well as growing public awareness, 

interest, and placemaking initiatives within the city of Wichita.  

The city’s shift towards stronger support for the arts, however, has not come without 

growing pains or differences of approach. Often noted by artists were the inconsistencies in 

vision and planning when it comes to new projects. In the race to make Wichita a creative city, a 

flurry of projects have popped up around the city, many focusing on Wichita’s downtown and 

along Douglas Avenue (Appendix C3). Projects, public art, and creative placemaking initiatives 

have been spearheaded by various local businesses and organizations but may go up with a 

variety of different intentions or directions in mind.  For example, Reed discusses tensions 

experienced with funder directed artistic content.  

I was asked to paint - like a Wichita flag. But I’m a different type of artist who doesn’t want to be 

known for painting a flag. And if I’m going to take the time out to create, I want to create 

something artistic and memorable, not just something that truly anybody can do.... so when 

you’re dealing with someone who’s like, “I need an artist” but also, “don’t make art.” You know? 
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“Just do exactly what we say” and...I felt like I was being pushed into a situation that I wasn’t 

comfortable with. Not comfortable as an artist who, you know, like every single piece of work 

that you put out, tells the story of the type of art that you create. And then determines the kind of 

art that you will create in the future. So it’s very important for me as an artist to not be known for 

“the girl who paints large Wichita flags” because I don’t want to paint flags, I want to paint 

flowers (Delilah Reed, 2020). 

 

In her article exploring culture-led redevelopment, Vanessa Matthews (2014) references the use 

of artists as tokens, or a “just add artists and stir” mentality as illustrated in Reed’s experience in 

being asked to paint another city flag.  Such approaches can be perceived as less concerned with 

art and more concerned with capita (Matthews, 2014). While this mentality certainly does not 

apply to all installations happening in the downtown area, multiple artists emphasized the 

importance of intentionality in the planning and executions of public art: 

I know that there's an important part about creating uplifting or really positive artwork, I think it's 

important in a public space. You don't want to create something that's detrimental to the people 

around you. But you do want to create a very realistic view of what art is and who people are, and 

what we do, what we feel, what we see. And I think a lot of times artists, especially when they're 

commissioned by cities, and counties, and, you know, foundations, they're told, "okay, well you 

need to create something that's pretty and uplifting, and it's going to attract people to this city, 

because, you know, your art is great, but we need this artwork, so we can make some more 

money and say that we did it.” And I really do wish that that would change with the stakeholders. 

That it wouldn't be so much about fulfilling some sort of quota, or placing something somewhere 

because you have to, or get you more of something else. That it would really be an appreciation 

of art, kind of like a public art space that continues to allow people to create, as opposed to 

something that just is there, you know? (Paris Cunningham, 2021).  
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Taking into account community reception and impact of public art was consistently noted as an 

important consideration by multiple participants. Intentionality and implications of public art’s 

location and role within a space, as Cunningham points out, is a strongly held value for many 

artists, which may cause friction with partners or stakeholders who don’t share the same creative 

or community goals.  

     In addition to inconsistencies in direction and intention, one artist also noted the lack of 

necessary critical conversations happening in the art community to encourage dialogue 

surrounding the way in which these projects are undertaken: 

So if those bigger picture - the city, volunteer boards - all those things actually want to do 

something it is to look for ways to support the artists, the producers, the people that want to make 

shit in Wichita, you need to get them to stay or want to come back in some capacity, not build a 

shiny object and have it stand for like, you know, 30 years and hope that you know, a new owner 

doesn't blast the paint off the walls, off the murals. Because then it's lost history over and over 

and over again. So that's where I really hope that whoever's coming into these new boards, and 

the new city design and arts council, aren't there to be part of like, "I'm on a board and I'm doing 

shit. And it looks good for my resume. And we can drink wine with people”, that they're actually 

doing something effective for artists, and not to do it for the benefit of the same five, six white 

artists who've been doing good things for the city. But...there's no equity in artists, and in the city 

of Wichita. And they're very supportive, right? You get in the creative community, people are 

willing to support you, encourage you to do all these things. But there's no foundation here. I 

really wish - Wichita needs to change that - they have to change. Like the density, the framework 

of how they support us here (Kylie Brown, 2021). 
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In order to truly diversify the art community in Wichita, constructively critical, and possibly 

even uncomfortable conversations between artists, community members, and stakeholders will 

likely need to occur as Brown suggests.  

Multiple artists further reflected that community perception and on-going support for the 

arts also varies. Consistently brought up was Wichita’s lack of sustained support for projects, 

artists, and a general unwillingness to appropriately compensate artists for their work. Several 

artists expressed the feeling that others view their identity as artists as more of engaging in a 

hobby rather than a career and that perception is used as a justification, that they should work for 

free because they enjoy it or the recognition alone would benefit them as much or more than a 

paycheck. In response, Joiner proposes the need to:  

Consider the artist first. It’s too often that, here in Wichita, the artists are an afterthought. I have 

run into so many situations where people really don’t want to pay artists. “Hey, I want an artist to 

come paint a live paint at my event.” How much are you paying? “Uh, recognition?” Artists can’t 

eat recognition. “Well they’re gonna be exposed to a bigger audience.” It’s the same audience 

they were exposed to last time they did it for free, it’s not going to help them. People come into 

spaces where art is and they have no intention of buying and that’s fine, to come in and see 

what’s going on, but I think a bigger question should be, how do I contribute to this space? What 

do I do to help further the arts? I think that needs to be on the forefront of everyone’s mind, when 

they come into these spaces. We need more people - if we’re gonna be an art city, we can’t just be 

a city with a lot of pretty art everywhere, we have to consider the artist (Anthony Joiner, 2021). 

As a result, the community’s value and investment in artists, including fair compensation for 

creating art, will directly impact Wichita’s growth into an “art city”. If Wichita wants to be 

viewed in the same ranks as other art cities of similar size, a comparable investment in the arts 

and change in perceptions will be crucial.  
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Neighborhood Change, Impact, and Perceived Implications  

Arts-lead urbanization and revitalization efforts are often connected to neighborhood 

change. The attraction of artists to a space often is followed by the middle class, attracted to the 

cultural and aesthetic changes associated with artists’ presence (Enright & McIntyre, 2019). 

Developers may take note and convert former live-work spaces into lofts or condos, potentially 

pushing out the very artists who created the neighborhood changes that drew so many in and thus 

losing the very character of the neighborhood that people came to be a part of in the first place 

(Makagon, 2010). Some of these areas may be labeled as arts districts which are now prevalent 

in most major U.S. cities (Buckman, et al., 2017). Zelada-Romero describes this process in 

Wichita’s Commerce Street arts district: 

Commerce Street is an example of that. So it blew up, it was big for a moment. There are a lot of 

different art galleries. At some point, it turned into kind of more of like a showroom. So instead 

of it being like an artist's personal vision, or like - I don't want to sound elitist about this, because 

I think anybody should be able to make art - but there was something that happened where the 

experiences watered down and became like, very sort of touristy and more about bringing people 

in to eat snacks than it was about buying art or having some sort of like real engagement with it. 

And because it was so big, I think the city thought that the Intrust Bank Arena would be a good 

place for it. Like, you know, like, here's this arena, it'll bring a lot of foot traffic. There's an arts 

and culture district there. But now, the district is pretty much dead (Hugo Zelada-Romero, 2021). 

Until recently, Commerce Street, which Zelada-Remero refers to, mostly consisted of 

warehouses being used by artists facing what another artist described to the Wichita Eagle as 

“rough rocks, potholes, big piles of dirt...and the occasional couch” (Riedl, 2017). The lot was 

paved and the area has seen new, upscale lofts as well as sculpture installations. David Farha, a 

developer for one of the lofts in the area, called an installation of lit railroad tracks “a nice 
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example of the old artist core” of the neighborhood “working with the new development energy 

in this neighborhood.” Farha went on to point out that some may call this process gentrification 

and insinuate it is a bad thing “but it doesn't have to be a bad thing if people work together to 

create quality places and amenities as their goal.” (Riedl, 2017). Farha’s comments call to mind 

the “languages of exclusion and entitlement” (Zukin, 1995; Shaw, 2011) previously noted in this 

paper’s introduction, begging a similar question to the one posed before: who are these quality 

places and amenities for? 

            Several interview participants fondly referenced the Delano neighborhood during 

interviews, noting the quirky nature of the Vagabond, a dive bar and coffee shop both artists 

referenced as an early point of networking for much of the art community. They also lamented 

the now-closed Bluebird Art House, and various tattoo parlors and restaurants that used to line 

Douglas Avenue in Delano, many now replaced by new businesses, but some still sitting vacant. 

Minjarez noted many of the changes in Delano, claiming they forecast its impending 

gentrification: 

 So all of that, it’s - what it’s doing - it’s really changing the character of the neighborhood, right? 

This kind of very quirky, unique, character of Delano is being drastically and rapidly changed by 

this development and these hotels and multi-story - and honestly - and getting deeper the 

architecture of these contraptions are very - what’s the word - unappealing. Their concern is not 

to create architecture that is going to stand the test of time but is one that is going to meet their 

bottom line. So, you have, for instance, those apartments that are along the river across from the 

Drury Hotel, I find those to be very unappealing. As an artist and a designer, myself, I don’t find 

those to be an appealing welcoming into the neighborhood. They’re very stark, they’re very 

reminiscent of, like, in my mind, kind of eastern European Soviet blocks (Armando Minjarez, 

2020). 
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Both Zelada-Remero and Minjarez describe how the attraction of developers can be associated 

with aesthetic changes inconsistent with the initial character of a neighborhood, a process that 

has been frequently documented in previous research exploring creative placemaking (Makagon, 

2010; Ley, 2003). Minjarez’s assessment of the changes being made in the Delano 

neighborhood, however, also   illustrates an example of community reaction to changes when 

they do not seem to a stay true to a neighborhood’s initial aesthetic. 

In regard to the areas of the city artists thought could benefit from more public art and 

creative placemaking initiatives, interviewees noted that much of Wichita’s south side, the 

Northeast, and North End neighborhoods have been somewhat overlooked in favor of a more 

central-Wichita focus. Kiefer shares:  

But obviously, you know, up around the Dunbar, I’d love to see that area, you know, enhanced in 

an amazing way. Fairmount Park, and more in the northwest sections of town as well as the far 

Southeast and southwest. All of those could use some enhancements. And in all fairness, we’ve 

been focused as a community in large part on downtown, and the other parts of town where there 

was a big tax base to begin with, which was naturally the way it works. But, now that downtown, 

we’re seeing downtown as robust as it is, I think we’ll start seeing other community projects that 

will start and activities and events that will start happening in other areas of town. Downtown’s 

“everybody’s neighborhood” kind of thing, right? (Ann Kiefer, 2021). 

The concentration and gaps in community and creative placemaking projects that Kiefer and 

others have described is visually observable when these projects are individually plotted on the 

Story Map (Appendix C1, C4).  

Promisingly, community and neighborhood-level initiatives are more recently being 

expanded into other neighborhoods, most notably the North End and Northeast neighborhoods. 
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Many artists expressed the importance of these efforts coming from within the community 

through a “ground up” approach that is conscious of current residents, cultural history, and the 

well-being of the existing community, as opposed to bringing in outside artists or entities with 

intentions of gentrifying and/or displacing residents as Cunningham alludes to:  

Public art can be something, or a way for artists and placemakers to really connect with those 

people who are already fighting for that part of the city and say, “hey, look, these people are here. 

We're going to create some pieces that actually echo who they are.” And, you know, add some 

value and some culture to this space that says, “we are here, and don't want to be moved. And we 

do have value and we do have things to say.” And I really think that public art can be 

placeholders for where we need to keep sacred, you know (Paris Cunningham, 2021). 

Both the Northeast, a historically African American neighborhood and North End, a 

predominantly Latin neighborhood, were engaged by the Horizontes project in 2017, which 

sought to connect the two underrepresented neighborhoods in north Wichita. Horizontes created 

several large-scale murals in the area (Appendix C2) and conducted a door-to-door campaign to 

engage the communities (Horizontes). Wichita’s North End has continued to draw attention to its 

rich history and the stories of its residents. The North End hosted North End Urban Arts Festival 

for multiple years, and Open Streets ICT, an event originating on the Douglas Avenue strip, had 

planned events for Open Streets ICT at Nomar set to occur in 2020 and 2021, but cancelled both 

events due to the pandemic. A digital exhibit, “Somos de Wichita” (We Are Wichitans) was 

launched in July 2020, celebrating the North End’s history and giving voice to Latinx 

community members to tell their own stories (Galindo, 2020). Recently, Wichita’s historic 

Nomar Theatre was in news after being auctioned off, spurring concerns from the community of 
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what might become of it. In April 2021, the new owners assured residents they intended to 

restore the theatre and preserve the Nomar plaza as much as possible (Carrillo, 2021).  

 

Artists as tools or “Shock Troops” of Gentrification 

Historically, the arts and artists have been key factors in gentrification and displacement 

(Zukin, 1982; Enright & McIntyre, 2019), while simultaneously being seen as tools (Rich, 2017) 

or victims of gentrification (Rich & Tsitsos, 2016). Because many working-class neighborhoods 

have lower rents and availability of buildings that can be converted to live-work spaces, many 

artists are drawn to these areas, often bringing creative change (Enright & McIntyre, 2019). As 

Zelada-Romero explains: 

There are a lot of young artists moving there and starting spaces. And those - once they vacated 

the location for another place, that might seem cool, or another place where the rent is cheap 

enough to have a studio, then businesses come in and sweep those buildings up...There's kind of 

this cynical thing amongst artists that we're kind of the frontline for gentrification (Hugo Zelada-

Romero, 2021). 

 

Numerous artists expressed similar concerns, not only regarding being “tools” for gentrification 

and the potential displacement of others, but for their own eventual displacement by the very 

entities that commissioned them for placemaking and public art works.  

They actively know what they are doing or have said boldly to us and just been like - so, you’re 

literally looking at us to activate it, and then you’re gonna use all that credit to sponsor to do 

whatever, to push us all out to make us move again. So that’s where I’m like, that all has to 

change but they all have to know, they are those people who have made mistakes. You can 

support this community, like I can be really good friends with you, but I can feel used. (Kylie 

Brown, 2021) 
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This fear of contributing to gentrification and potential displacement of both existing residents 

and even themselves, as Brown contends, impacted many artists’ perceptions of the term 

“creative placemaking”, creating wariness about intentions of developers and stakeholders alike.  

 

Representation, Diversity, Voices 

A major point brought up by several artists was the issue of race and diversity in the city 

of Wichita. For example, depending on area, Downtown Wichita’s residents are not highly 

diverse and it appears most of the city’s initiatives, including Avenue Art Days’ mural 

installations, have taken place in predominantly white-majority neighborhoods. Avenue Art Days 

is an initiative by the Douglas Design District, focusing specifically on Douglas Avenue, and is 

sponsored by the city, corporate partners, and grant funding from organizations such as the 

Knight Foundation. While this placement may not be entirely intentional, as one of the city’s 

largest mural initiatives and art events, it still neglects to create art in areas of the city not already 

saturated with murals.  

In comparison, the Horizontes Project’s murals are largely nestled within the 67214 zip 

code, (Appendix C2) with higher numbers of Black, Hispanic and Latinx residents (Appendix 

B2), and was done intentionally to bring more impactful art to these communities. It is not 

surprising, then, that many of the artists interviewed emphasized Wichita’s need for not only 

amplifying the works and voices of artists of color, but also creating more space in the 

community for them to feel safe and welcome. This goes beyond just giving artists space to show 

their work, but also hiring artists of color not only in galleries but in leadership roles as well, as 

Joiner attests: 

And while helping with those things, that’s when I noticed the first major problem. Wichita is a 

big art city, right? But there are not a lot of places for Black and Brown artists to really show their 



 37 

work or - let me change that - there are places for them to show their work, they’re not places that 

are welcoming and inviting for Black and Brown artists...If you want to diversify - which 

everyone’s talking about right now since the Black Lives Matter movement - if you want to 

diversify, it doesn’t start with having a show for Black artists. It starts by hiring Black people in 

your space to make Black people comfortable walking in. If you have a space where everyone in 

there is white, you can’t expect for Black artists to walk in there and feel comfortable. Because 

first off, artists are introverts...We’ve gotta be accepting of it and we’ve gotta do what we can to 

be better about it. (Anthony Joiner, 2021) 

While the Horizontes Project and the establishment of Anthony Joiner’s Mulberry Art Gallery 

have been significantly successful and impactful for Black, Hispanic, and Latinx artists in the 

city of Wichita, the city is still largely in need of significant change. Attitudes towards diversity 

and the magnification of artists of color are still prominent issues As Joiner points out above and 

Beal contests to below:  

Because so often, when people would get feedback that they needed to be more diverse and be 

more inclusive, they just, "well, we don't know, I mean, artists of color. They're not here." You 

know, that's what people would say. And it's not true. And Armando proved that that wasn't true. 

And they had, you know, it's really deeply meaningful, beautiful project. (Kristin Beal, 2021).  

In pursuit of creating room for more diverse artistic voices, however, Wichita also encounters an 

issue of tokenism, which multiple artists referenced encountering.  

You can’t say - and this is what most organizations do: “We want to diversify. So we’re gonna 

bring some well-known Black person onto one of our boards - we’re not going to pay them 

anything - but we’re going to bring them onto our boards and ask them if they can bring in some 

of their friends. That’s not diversification. That’s tokenism...People need to understand what it 

looks like to be tokenized. Many of the places around this city tokenize Black and Brown artists 

without a second thought. And that has to stop...Black artists are still Black artists when February 
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28th is over. And they still are the same great artists that you showed on February 16th. They’re 

still amazing. (Anthony Joiner, 2021).  

It remains critical that Wichita continue to amplify marginalized voices and increase 

representation, support, and appreciation for Black, Indigenous, and people of color in the art 

community. Creating and strengthening spaces that do so and place artists of color in roles of 

leadership and visibility is a noted, important step.    
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

As indicated in previous literature and the findings of the current study, definitions, 

perceptions, and understandings of creative placemaking can vary heavily, but are consistently 

linked to public art, drawing individuals into a space, and creating a “shared” experience 

(Nicodemus, 2013). Who this experience is for continues to be a question worth asking, and 

whether that answer includes those outside focused areas of revitalization, beautification, and 

placemaking efforts is to be continually determined.  

As the city of Wichita continues to change and grow towards their goal of becoming an 

art city, investing further in the arts and giving artists leadership and visibility in the community 

remains of key importance. While tensions and differences of intent between investors and artists 

and creative placemakers may persist, navigating these tensions through critical conversations 

and embracing discomfort in the name of growth, as the artists participating in this study 

advocate, can open doorways to collaboration that can benefit communities without negatively 

impacting or displacing existing residents.  

Within the current study, Markusen and Gadwa’s (2010) vital components of creative 

placemaking appear to be evident in the city of Wichita. The entrepreneural start by artists was 

demonstrated early on in the Commerce Street art’s district, but is also present in initiatives such 

as the Horizontes Project and Avenue Art Days, for example. There is a commitment to place, 

often with intentionality, through focusing on particular neighborhoods, districts, or avenues (as 

seen on Douglas Avenue). The mobilization of public will is also clear, with the community 

supporting and engaging in many of these projects, and private sector support is evident in 

funding, commissions, and calls for artists within the city. Arts organizations are heavily 
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involved in placemaking, with Harvester Arts, for example, committing to placemaking 

initiatives while also supporting artists within the city. Finally, evident from the city’s 

investment in the percent-for-art ordinance and the increasing availability of funding and support 

from foundations such as the Knight Foundation and Wichita Community foundation, as well as 

the focus of the Wichita Arts Council, the city is certainly experiencing some level of successful 

collaboration between artists, government, and businesses.  

Analysis further indicates evidence that Webb’s (2014) additional recommendations for 

expansion are also present. The first, placemaking guided by civic engagement activities 

fostering cultural stewardship, is present within the Horizontes project’s focus on the North End 

and Northeast neighborhoods, while Webb’s second recommendation, placemaking that ignites 

systemic social change, can also be observed as community-driven initiatives emerge and draw 

attention to different neighborhoods across the city. Finally, Webb’s third recommendation, an 

articulated shared aesthetic of belonging, still appears to be developing, but there is certainly an 

awareness of the city’s need to create art and placemaking spaces that are welcoming for 

everyone, not just the economic elite or whites, a sentiment shared across participating artists.  

The City of Wichita has struggled with its own identity in the past, and as a more 

conservative city, tends to grow at a slower pace. Understandings of artists’ roles and importance 

within the community are relatively disjointed, with many artists left questioning the city’s 

ability to sustain support for artists. Part of this support requires fair compensation for work and 

visible spaces to show art in, but another layer of this support may require a certain amount of 

perception change over time, placing value in public art and understanding its impact on quality 

of life.  
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There is a distinct awareness among artists for the potential to be “used” in gentrification 

efforts, and the potential for negative outcomes such as the displacement of others or even 

themselves, despite the best of intentions. As gentrification and displacement can be difficult to 

discern from one another (Zukin, 2016), further investigation would be warranted to more fully 

assess potential long-term impacts across the neighborhoods within Wichita. Nonetheless, clear 

evidence exists that artists’ and/or arts initiatives have corresponded with the development of 

“quirky” neighborhood atmospheres which then attract the attention of developers, resulting in 

subsequent neighborhood change (Makagon, 2010).  In an attempt to minimize negative impacts, 

multiple artists described taking a defensive approach by incorporating intentionality and 

utilizing community building and advocating the involvement of existing residents in their own 

neighborhood’s “revitalization” efforts, strategies that Gainza (2017) outlines as being useful for 

countering the potential negative effects of gentrification. 

 

It is clear that the amplification of artist voices, particularly the recognition and 

magnification of artists of color, remains a prominent issue in the Wichita art community. 

Multiple artists noted that a small group of artists in the community are regularly called upon for 

new projects and advocated for the expansion of this pool of individuals. As mentioned in the 

literature review, the exclusion of women, people of color, and low-income individuals has been 

a long-standing issue (Toolis, 2017) and the Wichita community is no exception. Zukin’s (1995) 

“visual language of exclusion and entitlement” and the idea of “who belongs” and who does not 

(Shaw, 2011) is most notable when revitalized spaces or areas where creative placemaking occur 

exist for community benefit but may still practice exclusion of certain residents. A community or 

neighborhood’s long-term, low-income, or unhoused residents are not truly granted the same 
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opportunity for inclusion if they do not possess to the means for access that more privileged 

residents may enjoy (Montgomery, 2016). Examples of “critical placemaking”, with intention to 

disrupt dominating systems and create more inclusive and participatory public spaces (Toolis, 

2017) are evident in the city of Wichita, most notably within the Horizontes Project. Finally, 

issues of tokenism have impacted multiple artists of color, and it is important to amplify their 

voices and art consistently, not for purposes of virtue signaling or trying to keep up with social 

movements. 

Limitations & Future Directions 

There were a few limitations to this research. First, the COVID-19 pandemic greatly 

affected the Wichita art community in 2020 and 2021. While public art initiatives did not come 

to a screeching halt, they were significantly slowed and delayed. It is difficult to know exactly 

how much the pandemic will have affected the progress of the arts in Wichita until a return to 

some sort of normalcy occurs, but it is evident that despite difficulties, the art community has 

carried on in efforts and growth.  

While representation was taken into account, it is still impossible to interview every 

placemaker and artist in the city of Wichita, meaning some perspectives are inevitably missed 

and left unrepresented. The ongoing pandemic also impacted participant availability and 

interview capacity (conducting interviews via Zoom during a time when people are experiencing 

extreme technological burnout can take a large toll on conversations as well as scheduling, and 

some participants ended up being unable to participate). For the purposes of this research, 

saturation was reached at eight interviews, with many artists noting the same themes 

consistently. Future research should consider expanding the pool of voices in Wichita including 

stakeholders such as funders, city planners, and residents. Additionally, not every mural in the 
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city of Wichita made it onto the map – there were several that were difficult to locate and likely 

many “unofficial” but still significant works of art missed. Continuing to explore and locate 

other mural locations and examining beyond the limited scope of zip codes analyzed in this study 

would be beneficial.   

Creative placemaking and public art’s role in revitalization efforts and neighborhood 

change is evident in the city of Wichita, and there is significant awareness amongst artists and 

placemakers of their role in the process. While it can be difficult to determine the level of 

gentrification and displacement that has or will occur as a result of these efforts, Wichita 

continues to invest in the arts and work towards a goal of becoming a creative city.  At this time, 

further research would be needed to assess whether placemaking has had a negative impact on 

the city of Wichita, and whether public art initiatives and placemaking have contributed to a 

level of neighborhood change or gentrification resulting in any displacement. However, the city 

of Wichita is still early on in its journey towards becoming a so-called “creative city”, so both 

time and further research will be needed as this process continues to unfold.  
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APPENDICES A 

Interview Guide 

Hello, my name is Kate Nance, and I represent Wichita State University as a graduate student in 

the Department of Sociology. I appreciate your willingness to participate in my research. This 

study will examine how artists and communities are impacted by public art projects and efforts. 

You were selected for participation in this study based on your leadership role/work on 

[SPECIFY FOR EACH PARTICIPANT]. 

 

Before we begin, I would like to share a few procedures for our conversation. I’m going to ask 

you a series of questions about yourself, your identity and values as an artist, and your views 

about the relationship between art, the community, and local government and businesses in the 

Wichita  region. We’ll start with some general questions about your identity, work, and values as 

an artist, and then we’ll shift to talk specifically about your perceptions and opinions of the 

Wichita art scene, local projects, as well as commissioned works by the city, businesses, or other 

entities and how they impact the community and specific areas where these projects live. I have 

prepared a list of questions, but we can take this conversation in any direction that you like. If 

you’re not comfortable answering any question that I ask, you may feel free to decline to answer 

it, and if for any reason you are feeling uncomfortable you may feel free to terminate the 

interview at any time. 

 

This interview is anticipated to last up to 60 minutes.  

 

Have you have read the consent form? 

Do you have any questions about it before we begin? 

 

Do I have your permission to audio record our interview? 

 

What is your name? 

 

Are you originally from Wichita? 

 

(If no) When did you first move to Wichita? What brought you here? 

 

Tell me about your journey as an artist. 

 

 Did you grow up with art as an integral piece of your life?  

 

 Do you consider your art/role as an artist a large part of your identity?  

 

 What are your values or morals as an artist? 

 

How did you become a part of the Wichita art community? 

 

How do you define public art (or what comes to mind when you hear that term)? 
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What do you think are the goals of public art? 

 

Do you think it is possible for some of those goals to be achieved through paid or 

commissioned pieces?  

 

What have you made? Why do you engage in/create public art? 

 

Have you noticed impacts or differences in the areas where your public art/event/installation 

is/was? 

 

 Anything you’d do differently? 

 

Have you noticed impacts with other public art projects you may not have directly worked 

on?  

 

Who do you think the stakeholders of public art are? 

 

Who do you have obligations to (in such projects)? 

 

What is the process of engaging with the community and the development of your 

art? 

 

Are you familiar with the concept of creative placemaking? How would you define it? 

 What is its role? Importance? 

  

What are your favorite spaces, neighborhoods, or areas in Wichita? Why? 

 

 What do you think makes a space/neighborhood/area attractive? Unattractive?  

 

  What, in your opinion or experience, brings in people from areas that may not be 

from or familiar with a space/neighborhood/area? 

 

 

How do you think the Wichita art scene/community compares to neighboring cities or 

similarly-sized cities?  

 

Is there anything you feel could improve the local art scene and the lives of artists in 

Wichita?  

 

Have you personally had any setbacks or issues as an artist in Wichita, or are there any 

setbacks or problems you’ve observed other artists experiencing? (if applicable)? 

 

Are there areas in Wichita you think could benefit from public art projects or efforts?  
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That’s my last formal question. Are there any topics that we didn’t cover that you think it’s 

important to talk about? Are there any other specific people that you think it’s important that I 

reach out to for an interview?  

 

Thank you taking the time to speak with me. It really means a lot to me. You have my contact 

information, so please don’t hesitate to reach out if you have any questions or concerns about 

my research, or if you think of something else that you forgot to mention today that you think it’s 

important for me to know about. 
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APPENDICES B 

ZIP CODE ANALYSIS 

Table B1: Economic and Housing Characteristics by Zip Code 

Zip 

Code 

Renter 

Occupied 

Median 

Income 

Median Housing 

Costs 

Educational Attainment (Percent BA or 

Higher) 

67202 88.10% 36,791 871 56.50% 

67203 49.80% 41,591 753 26.20% 

67204 26.0% 54,242 747 22.30% 

67208 45.60% 50,545 908 40.50% 

67209 26.90% 77,092 1,051 37.10% 

67211 58.10% 31,899 676 13.50% 

67212 34.50% 59,076 910 37.70% 

67214 65.30% 26,300 651 11.50% 

67218 52% 41,798 774 26.80% 

67220 39.50% 65,150 909 46.50% 

 

                                Table B2: Race Demographics By Zip Code 
 

Zip 

Code 
Black Hispanic/Latinx (of any race) White Some Other Race* 

67202 8.2% 7.2% 87.7% 1.4% 

67203 5.1% 28.0% 82.3% 11.7% 

67204 6.1% 40.1% 74.6% 16.7% 

67208 28.9% 6.7% 58.6% 7.1% 

67209 2.0% 9.3% 90.5% 5.1% 

67211 8.7% 28.3% 70.6% 12.7% 

67212 3.3% 11.6% 89.6% 3.2% 

67214 43.9% 24.8% 38.0% 4.6% 

67218 15.8% 21.6% 67.1% 12.9% 

67220 22.60% 10.0% 56.30% 16.00% 
*American Indian, Alaska Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, or Some Other Race combined into one 

category due to low numbers 
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APPENDICES C 

Mural Locations in City of Wichita Promoted by the Visit Wichita Website 

Figure C1: Interactive Storymap 

https://arcg.is/05qmS4 

 

Figure C2: Horizontes Mural Locations 

 

 

 

 

https://arcg.is/05qmS4
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Figure C3: Douglas Avenue/Avenue Art Days Murals 

 

Figure C4: Zoomed Out Map of Visit Wichita’s Documented Murals 

 

 

 

 



 56 

APPENDICES D 
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Downtown Wichita. 2020. Pop-Up Park. Wichita Downtown Development Corporation. Retrieved 

November 25, 2020 from https://downtownwichita.org/discover/placemaking/pop-up-park 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.kansas.com/news/business/biz-columns-blogs/carrie-rengers/article246876652.html
https://www.kansas.com/news/business/biz-columns-blogs/carrie-rengers/article246876652.html

	ART AS A MEANS OF URBAN REVITALIZATION?
	AN EXAMINATION OF CREATIVE PLACEMAKING, ARTIST PERSPECTIVE, GENTRIFICATION, AND NEIGHBORHOOD CHANGE IN WICHITA, KANSAS
	© Copyright 2021 by Kate Nance
	All Rights Reserved
	ART AS A MEANS OF REVITALIZATION?
	ARTISTS’ PERSPECTIVES OF PUBLIC ART, CREATIVE PLACEMAKING, AND IMPACT IN WICHITA, KANSAS

