CREATIVE COMMUNITY SURVEY

RESULTS
& INSIGHTS




SUMMARY OF RESULTS

Create Appalachia exists to serve our region’s creatives by
making them more visible, more viable, and more valued for
their contributions to the region’s economy.

This report details the most important findings from our
Creative Community Survey, one of two parts of our initial
information-gathering effort. The survey was companion to
an in-person listening session held by Create Appalachia
at Fischman Gallery in Johnson City on May 15, 2025
(Listening, Learning, Leveraging: Shaping our Region’s
Creative Economy). The survey was important because it
allowed for participation in the conversation by anyone
who wanted to engage in the conversation on May 15th but
could not join us in person.

Altogether, we collected responses from 206 creatives.
160 participants from the Tri-Cities region and beyond
responded to this survey, revealing their priorities for
building accessible, affordable infrastructure for their own
forays into creative entrepreneurship. Responses came
mainly from traditional visual artists, who identified their
greatest needs as studio and exhibition space, shared
equipment, and professional development opportunities
including legal and financial considerations. This report
reflects what they see as the biggest barriers limiting

their growth in terms of establishing themselves in small
businesses. It also reflects what they love about working
here. Respondents voiced enthusiasm for solutions such as
affordable studio space and community-centered creative
hubs, along with more financial support for both individual
creatives and the organizations that support them. Regional
collaboration was high on the list. Addressing these needs
offers not only cultural enrichment but also economic



opportunity—revitalizing vacant spaces, nurturing local
talent, and positioning the region as a vibrant center for
creative enterprise. Create Appalachia is excited about
the possibilities and is already looking for ways to build on
what we have gathered so far.
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* * TENNESSEE ARTSCOMMISSION

Create Appalachia gratefully acknowledges the Tennessee
Arts Commission for the funding they provided from their
Arts Build Communities grant. We are also grateful to
Fischman Gallery in Johnson City for sponsoring the venue
and refreshments for our in-person listening session. Finally,
we owe a deep debt of gratitude to fine artist and local art
community organizer
Jocelyn Mathewes of
EAT/ART Space gallery.
Jocelyn helped organize
and facilitate the
information-gathering
stage of this endeavor.




TOTAL OF 160 RESPONDENTS

from the Tri-Cities Area & Beyond

SURVEY RESPONDENTS BY LOCATION

Johnson City, TN: 45.2% Bristol, VA: 2.6%
Washington County, TN 5.8% Greeneville, TN: 2.6%
Abingdon, VA: 5.8% Erwin, TN: 1.9%
Bristol, TN: 5.2% Wise, VA: 1.3%
Kingsport, TN 4.5% Lebanon, VA: 1.3%
Elizabethton, TN: 4.5% Hampton, TN: 1.3%
Jonesborough, TN: 3.2% Bluff City, TN 0.6%

Unicoi, TN: 2.6% Cleveland, NC: 0.6%




TOP 5 CONCERNS (by frequency)

STUDIO SPACE
& PHYSICAL WORKSPACE

Mentioned in approximately 25+ responses

Specific requests:
« “Studio space! Short term and long term”
. “Affordable Studio and Shared store space”
- “More studio space, more shared studio space”
« “Spaces where artists can access specialty tools”
- “I would like to see a collaborative art space”
« “Art studio spaces. A community kiln”

« References to needing “affordable studios,”

” «

“shared workspaces,” “co-op galleries”

AFFORDABLE ACCESS & COST BARRIERS

Mentioned in approximately 20+ responses
Common phrases:
. “Affordable” (mentioned repeatedly)
« “Free or low-cost”
« “High exhibition fees” >
« “Cost of living” barriers
. “Pay-what-you-can arrangements”
« “Micro-grants, fee waivers”

« “Expensive as an emerging artist”




Mentioned in approximately 15+ responses
Specific equipment mentioned:

« Community kilns (multiple mentions)
+ Woodworking tools

+ Printing presses

« Canvas stretchers

« Sewing machines, looms

« “Equipment lending libraries”

« Button-makers, guillotine cutters

Mentioned in approximately 15+ responses
Specific needs:
« Grant writing workshops (multiple mentions)
» Marketing training
« Tax guidance/LLC formation
« Healthcare navigation
- “How to grow/scale” beyond starting

« Business mentorship

Mentioned in approximately 12-15 responses
Types requested:
« “Co-op gallery” (multiple mentions)

« “Public galleries”

Pop-up exhibition spaces
- Gallery space separate from studios

« Spaces without high exhibition fees



SECONDARY THEMES

Classes & Education

Online classes for rural artists
Workshops in various mediums
Teaching opportunities
Community & Networking
Artist meetups and connections
Collaborative opportunities
Mentorship programs

Public Art & Visibility

More murals and public art

Local artists doing public work

Art outside downtown core




THE MOST-MENTIONED NEED
“STUDIO SPACE”

The most telling finding is that workspace needs dominate
but break into interconnected subcategories:

« Physical space to create

- Affordable access to that space

- Shared equipment within that space
(expensive equipment outside the capacity of a solo creator)

« Gallery/exhibition component connected to
workspace w/ connection to the public

- Community facilitation—working alongside and engaging other artists

This suggests the top priority isn’t just “studio space” in
isolation, but rather a comprehensive creative infrastructure
system that addresses multiple needs simultaneously.

A Community-Centered Creative Facility
The overwhelming focus on physical infrastructure
suggests that one well-designed creative facility could
address multiple top concerns simultaneously:

. Affordable studio spaces v

. Shared equipment access v

- Gallery/exhibition space v

« Community networking hub v

- Workshop/class venue v

This convergence is notable because it makes the case for
a major physical infrastructure investment.



EXPAND SUPPORT

While a large infrastructure project can certainly make a
difference, we also don’t have to re-invent. Many different
local arts organizations and independent businesses within
the Tri-Cities fill some of these needs to varying degrees
and across varying mediums/demographics.

We can strengthen the existing programs and creative
infrastructure through increased local government and
community financial and promotional support. This would
equip existing organizations to build on what they’re
already doing to address these spoken needs.




QUICK QUOTES

“An artist co-op/creative hub creation = a place where
you know other artists are physically and you can

go to for community, co-working, showing work and
mentorship.” — Johnson City, TN

“I think a grant-funded or government-funded co-
working space would be my “reach for the stars” goal.
We already have some really great spaces available
around to co-work in, but access to those spaces are
limited by the ever-increasing cost of living in the area.
What I’'m envisioning is something akin to the public
library but for creatives.” — Johnson City, TN

“I would like to see more space and monetary

availability for creative co-ops.” — Elizabethton, TN




“I would love to see more space for contemporary
artists—physical spaces that can facilitate performance
art, contemporary sculpture installations, and work that
goes against the grain in this region... It would be helpful
to have that resource available to all artists, especially
since there are already so many barriers to being a full
time creative.” — Bristol, VA

“Would love have more collaboration between cities to
help highlight outlier areas like Unicoi, Erwin, Flag Pond.
Push for more community support from non-artists/
creatives like private citizens.” — Flag Pond, TN

“Direct connections for immediate freelance work or gigs
would be amazing. A hub to support building the gig
economy beyond delivery driving and utilize creative
skill sets.” — Elizabethton, TN

“I"d like to see a collaborative art space. This would
include studio space for artist as well as space for
workshops, a gallery, and equipment for printmaking /
book arts.” — Unicoi, TN

“Would like to see more affordable public access spaces
for artist to gather, share their work and techniques,
and facilitate more collaboration. i.e. public studios w/
sales space.” — Carter County, TN

“More studio space, more shared studio space, more
general operating support for arts organizations, more
collaboration between organizations, more volunteers.”
Abingdon, VA



NEEDS ANALYSIS
PHYSICAL INFRASTRUCTURE

Artists consistently cite lack of affordable studio space, shared
equipment access, and creative venues as primary barriers.

Artists Requested:
« Affordable studio spaces
(short-term and long-term)

Shared equipment facilities
(kilns, woodworking tools, printing presses, etc.)

.

Gallery spaces that don’t require high exhibition fees

.

« Performance venues accessible to local artists
(not just touring acts)

« Repurposed vacant buildings converted to creative spaces

GEOGRAPHIC ISOLATION
& ACCESS BARRIERS

The Problem: Southwest Virginia and some other rural
artists feel disconnected from opportunities concentrated in
the Johnson City/Tri-Cities area.

Solutions Requested:
« Online classes and workshops for rural artists

- Mobile or satellite programming
- Better transportation connections

« Regional collaboration between cities



BUSINESS & PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT GAP

Requested Guidance:
- Grant writing workshops and application support

« Marketing and business skills training specifically for artists
« Tax guidance, LLC formation, and legal structure advice
- Healthcare navigation for self-employed creatives

- Direct freelance/gig connections beyond delivery driving

PUBLIC AWARENESS
& MARKET DEVELOPMENT

The Challenge: The general public lacks understanding of
creative economy value and how to support local artists.

Artists Report:
- Having to educate clients that original art costs more
than Walmart reproductions

« Explaining to nonprofits that artists need payment,
not just “exposure”

« Marketing reaching other creatives instead of potential customers

. Limited understanding of performing arts, especially dance

COMMUNITY COHESION
& NETWORKING

What Artists Say Is Missing:
« Regular opportunities for artists to connect and collaborate

« Mentorship programs pairing emerging and established artists
« Cross-disciplinary creative partnerships

« “Creative co-working” spaces for community building



INSIGHTS FOR
LEADERS & GOVERNMENT

Talking point: “This isn’t just about beautifying our city,
it’s about building a creative economy, nurturing local
talent, and making Johnson City a place where art lives
everywhere, for everyone.”

The creative sector represents untapped economic potential
that could differentiate the region, catalyze sustainable local
economic growth, and attract talent/tourism.

Infrastructure as Economic Catalyst

Multiple respondents specifically mention vacant buildings as
ready-made solutions for creative spaces. This represents a
win-win opportunity:

Revitalize unused property

Create affordable creative infrastructure

Generate new economic activity

Build community assets

Healthcare access, professional development opportunities,
and creative job opportunities directly impacts the region’s
ability to retain creative talent and support creative
entrepreneurship.



BOTTOM LINE

The creative community is asking for infrastructure, access,
and the opportunity to contribute economically. They

want to build businesses, create jobs, and strengthen

the region’s cultural and economic fabric. The barriers
they reported are largely systemic and solvable through
targeted policy and investment decisions.




