
The Value of Placemaking

What is Placemaking?
What is Placemaking?

Fred Kent and the Project for Public Spaces says it best: Placemaking is
a collaborative process of shaping your community’s public space to
maximize its shared value. It is a collective reimagining of how we use
our public space to promote more out-of-the-box uses with special
attention to the many identities that define and support that place. The
most natural venue for these places to develop is the heart of the
community: Main Street. 

For this summit, “The Power of Place: Placemaking Strategies for
Downtowns & Main Streets,” all of our speakers shared inspiring case
studies of artists, organizers, and civic leaders coming together to make
spaces into places.

Measuring Placemaking Success

Measuring placemaking success looks different from the clean-cut
dollar-for-dollar data we’re used to in the economic and community
development world. Instead we look to qualitative insights like
stakeholder interviews, event feedback, and perception surveys. While
calculating direct ROI requires long-term data tracking, the broader
impact is clear: investing in public spaces strengthens community
identity and attachment, driving economic growth through population
growth, increased tourism, business development, consumer spending,
new sources of municipal revenue, and resident retention.

CMSC created this resource to help you communicate the value of
placemaking to your community. These key messages are backed by
research done by Toronto Metropolitan University in their study “A New
Bottom Line: The Value & Impact of Placemaking,” work done by The
Brookings Institute in partnership with The Project for Public Spaces
titled “The Inclusive Economic Impacts of Downtown Public Space
Investments” by Hanna Love and Cailean Kok, and a review published by
the Knight Foundation titled “Measuring Progress Toward Downtown
Revitalization and Engaging Public Spaces.”



Economic and Social Impacts of Taking Action

1.   Public spaces are able to shift perceptions of the area around them.

When surveyed, downtown business owners noted that prior to activating nearby public space,
downtown was a “ghost town” after 5 p.m. 

Berkshire Busk’s festival atmosphere
draws visitors and residents into Great
Barrington, MA’s downtown, activating
the entire corridor throughout the
evening, and enticing visitors to
patronize surrounding local businesses.

Activated public spaces increase the likelihood of
visitors lingering by 50% and boosts self-
congruity by 53%, meaning people feel a deeper
personal connection to the place—generating
more foot traffic and repeat visitors for
downtown businesses.

2.   Investments in public space catalyzed “overdue” infrastructure improvements and
made way for additional private investment.

Small businesses reported that after public space investments happened, they felt that the city redoubled
investment efforts in and around downtown.

iQuilt’s Hartford400 efforts received
$900,000 in federal funding and
hundreds of thousands more in public
and private investment toward projects
like Riverfront Recapture and other
placemaking projects.

Placemaking sends a clear signal: positive
change is happening. Activating underused
spaces leads to a 63% increase in positive
feelings about the site and a 53% boost in
perceptions of the surrounding area—creating
momentum that attracts investors and lays the
foundation for strong public-private
partnerships.
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3.   Public spaces can be designed to jumpstart entrepreneurs and small businesses.

Stakeholders reported that placemaking efforts either indirectly benefited businesses by increasing foot
traffic or directly benefited businesses by providing a physical space to sell their goods with a low barrier of
entry.

Walktober events around The Last
Green Valley are enjoyed by 120,000
participants across 250+ locations,
including outdoor activations at
cultural and agricultural venues within
the corridor, attracting visitors to local
businesses via Nature-based
placemaking.

Increased use of public spaces has a ripple effect
on local businesses. Creative placemaking
boosts word-of-mouth: visitors are 77% more
likely to share positive experiences in activated
public spaces, generating organic buzz that
drives foot traffic and supports local businesses
and entrepreneurs.
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