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Introduction

Corona Insights based this needs assessment on newly collected data, review of prior reports,
and additional observations made during a week in Allentown.

The report contains the following sections:

 History and Context: A description of how arts and culture have played a role in the
redevelopment of other similar cities and a brief synopsis of present day Center City
Allentown.

 Current State of Arts and Culture in Allentown: A summary of key themes that emerged
from the collected data that describe the current state of arts and culture in Allentown.
Relevant direct quotes are included when possible.

 Arts and Culture Can Fuel the Future: A summary of key themes that emerged from the
collected data that describe what people envision for the future of arts and culture in
Allentown. Relevant direct quotes are included when possible.

 Conclusions and Recommendations: A list of the consultant’s high level conclusions
relevant to Phase 2 of the cultural planning process and recommendations for next
actions.
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Allentown is in the midst of revitalizing its urban core and

surrounding neighborhoods

As highlighted in Allentown’s 2014 Strategic Plan, Safe and Healthy Neighborhoods: The

Center City Initiative, “Much has been made of the renaissance being experienced in

downtown Allentown. Fueled by the incentives offered by the Neighborhood

Improvement Zone, the downtown business district is experiencing growth it has never

seen before in such a short period of time…The business district that is experiencing this

resurgence, however, is surrounded by neighborhoods whose challenges currently

outweigh their promise.

…Grounded by the realization that downtown and neighborhood revitalization efforts

cannot be mutually exclusive, the community as a whole is intent in joining together to

help support and ensure a shared success story.”

This success story is being supporting by seven committees, each of which is responsible

for a different aspect of revitalization. Lead by co-chairs Ellen Baker Ghelardi and Sean

King, the Arts and Culture Committee is charged with the primary task of developing a

cultural plan. This needs assessment report completes Phase 1 of 2 of the cultural

planning process that will run from 2015 through 2016.
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The Arts and Culture Committee is committed to the following

mission and vision.

“ MISSION - ARTS and CULTURE in ALLENTOWN should invite EVERYBODY

to contribute and participate in the cultural fabric of the City; and educate residents and visitors

alike of our rich cultural and neighborhood history.

“ VISION - To become the foremost City in Pennsylvania when it comes to Arts and Cultural

opportunities, accessibility, education, advocacy, audience opportunities, and housing/space for

artists.

The mission compels us to ensure the cultural planning process is

inclusive as it celebrates the city’s history. Correspondingly, the vision sets

a bold aspiration – namely that Allentown be a model for arts and cultural

opportunities in Pennsylvania.
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The two phase approach to the cultural planning process is illustrated above. Phase 1

involved collecting data to inform a needs assessment of arts and culture in the

Upside Allentown geographic area. The following report presents the findings of

that needs assessment, which will help guide the Phase 2 activities.

Upside Allentown Cultural Planning Process Overview 

Phase 1            Phase 2 

 

Articulate a collective 

vision for arts and 

culture 



Corona Insights used three methods to collect data for the needs
assessment

Interviews

Ten interviews were conducted by Corona with various key civic leaders representing Upside Allentown
committees and city leaders to better understand how arts and culture will inform other elements of Upside
Allentown and how the initiative is advancing Allentown overall. These interviews were approximately 30
minutes and were conducted in late June and early July of 2015. The interview guide was designed by Corona in
collaboration with the Arts and Culture Committee co-chairs.

Input Sessions

Five 90-minute input sessions were facilitated by Corona in mid July of 2015. The sessions were designed to
include a mix of people in each session, including representatives of various businesses, artists, cultural
organizations, educators, students, and residents.

The facilitated discussion focused on perceptions of arts and culture in Allentown today, the various outcome
areas for the cultural plan (accessibility, marketing/branding of arts and culture, cultural literacy, arts education,
and arts appreciation), and what people would like arts and culture to be like in Allentown in the near future.

The input session guide was designed by Corona in collaboration with the Arts and Culture Committee co-
chairs. Each input session was hosted by volunteers from the Arts and Culture committee in community
location within the Upside Allentown zone. A total of 55 people participated in the input sessions (8 of the
participants were members of the Arts and Culture Committee).

Report and Data Review

The consultants also reviewed prior plans related to arts and culture, some several decades old, as well as data
collected by the Lehigh Valley Arts Council.
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History and Context

This section includes a description of how arts and culture have

played a role in the redevelopment of other similar cities and a

brief synopsis of present day Center City Allentown.
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Importance of a Downtown
American urban cores have been experiencing a renaissance that highlights the
importance of having a strong downtown.
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Allentown Center Square, November 1918



 Downtowns and city centers can
bring a community together and
highlight the unique character of
said community.1

 Enhancing city centers, especially
the public spaces, can be a way to
entice new businesses and people,
especially those in the creative class,
to move to the region.2

 When large groups of people
moved to the suburbs, many
downtowns were neglected. With
younger people wanting to move
downtown and cities wanting to
recreate the original excitement that
used to be downtown, it is
important to focus specifically on
the downtown area.
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1 The Value of VIBRANT CENTERS to Towns and Cities in the Greater ResearchTriangle Region (2011). Research Triangle Regional Partnership Urban Land Institute – Triangle.

2 http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/07/reclaiming-the-public-square/395285/

Allentown State Orpheum Theater, 1922, 6th and Linden



Reclaiming Industrial Cities
After a significant, and often drawn out, decline, many industrial cities are beginning to
imagine what their post industrial selves might look like.
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Allentown, Hamilton Street, 1948



Many cities globally that

were once major industrial

centers are now going

through a transformation

as they carve out a new

identity.
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Allentown Iron Works, 1889 “
But the cities that built the

modern world are now reflecting

on their histories and assets and

reinventing themselves as

something new, exciting and

meaningful.1

1 From Rust Belt to Artist Belt II:A Practical Approach to Artist-Based Community Development (2010). Community Partnership for Arts and Culture



Many industrial cities in the US, including

Buffalo, Cleveland, Youngstown, Pittsburgh,

Philadelphia, and Detroit, have or are

currently focused on revitalizing their

downtowns. Incorporating arts and culture is

often a key part of this revitalization.

Years of decline can lead a city to almost a

“poverty mindset” where people and

organizations in the city are focused on

survival, and there is very little risk-taking.1

Arts and culture can encourage risk-taking

and big-picture thinking to bring change to a

city.
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1 Piiparinene, R. (2012). Rust Belt Fatalism: Why psychology is important in city making. Huffington Post.

Arts and Culture are Critical to this Reclamation

Allentown Trolleys at Center Square, 1950



Reimagining and growing a vibrant downtown will require

everyone to come together to support that process.
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1 Hsu, C. (2013). Buffalo’s renaissance: Top urban planner reflects on years of work in a changing city. UB Progress Report 2013-14: One Year. Hundreds of Stories.

“
It is also important to note that today’s revival is not the

making of any superstar mayor, potent urban regime, or

other white knight. There was no turning point, no

watershed moment or cliff-hanging rescue.

Instead, there was year after year of hard work, setbacks

and incremental achievements by citizen activists, planners,

politicians, philanthropists, developers, academics, business

people and others.

-Robert G. Shibley, who led the master planning
process for Buffalo1

Reclaiming a City Involves Everyone

Postcard of Adelaide Silk Mill in Allentown, 1910



Our review of Allentown plans and
reports about arts and culture from the
past two decades revealed a lack of
collective leadership and commitment to
results. Although small accomplishments
have been made, the community overall
has hesitated to take on the bold action
necessary to move forward strategically.

Bringing together the collective
willpower needed to enact bold change
for arts and culture is a necessary next
step to achieve Upside Allentown’s
aspirations.
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The Next Phase for Arts and Culture in Allentown

Allentown, 600 Block of West Hamilton Street, 1891



Present Day Allentown: The Center City
The Center City is evolving, and some groups are being left out of the renaissance. While arts and culture have
had long-standing presence downtown and across Allentown, they are often hidden and have not been a full
participant in leading, planning and implementing change.
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Present Day Allentown, courtesy of Karla Raines



Upside Allentown: Transformation in Action
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The Upside Allentown zone is going through a rapid transformation, and

the city is working to forge a new identity

“
The center city is in transition right now. Like a teenager who has sort of gone

through a growth spurt and doesn’t know how to balance himself. There’s this

sense of awe of what they’ve done and accomplished in a short time, but they

haven’t figured out how to wrap arms around it and make it work.

-Interviewee

“
Downtown is a very exciting place right now. The area that has seen so much

growth in a pretty small area. And it’s surrounded by areas that are growing but

more slowly.

-Interviewee

“
We’re turning into a real city for starters. It’s really important. It’s becoming very

vibrant. There’s a changing demographic on the horizon...There’s a sea change

in terms of office workers, housing projects, office projects, people with

disposable income. It’s a little scary but positive. A positive move forward.

-Interviewee



@ Risk

Certain groups have historically been left out and are currently at risk of

being left out of the conversation about arts and culture in the city
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It will be critical to include these voices in the cultural planning process to ensure that

the plan reflects the broader community. This concern guided the recruitment of people

from various groups to participate in the needs assessment focus groups.

“ There are a couple of groups that are being left out or not as involved as they need to be.

One is the historic group...Two, those artists that are downtown who are committed to

downtown.

-Interviewee

“ The residents are not moving into the new condos. They are inevitably at risk of being left

out…Are arts opportunities their biggest issue? I don’t think so. But I think arts

opportunities would make a difference for them.

-Interviewee

“ All those folks who don’t have a seat at the table.

-Interviewee



Present Day Arts and Culture

It is difficult to paint a full picture of what is available and how it contributes to economic and civic vitality. Most of the data currently

available about arts and culture in Allentown are from the Lehigh Valley Arts Council (LVAC). While these data are incredibly useful,

LVAC is a regionally focused organization, and thus, some of the smaller and more hidden arts and cultural features of Allentown may

not be reflected in this regional data. The LVAC data currently show over a 100 artists and keys arts supporters in Allentown, which is

equal to what is in Bethlehem. As illustrated below, one-third of artists in the current dataset are visual artists. Allentown also currently

has 40 arts and culture nonprofits spread throughout the city, represented by blue triangles on the map below.
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Arts and culture in Allentown is present, but it is somewhat

hidden



Current State of Arts and Culture In 

Allentown

In this section we present a summary of key themes that
emerged from the collected data that describe the current state
of arts and culture in Allentown. Relevant direct quotes are
included when possible.
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What Does Arts and Culture Look Like in 

Allentown Today?
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Allentown, Hamilton Street, 1920
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What three words describe arts and culture in Center City

Allentown today?

In the word cloud below, more frequently mentioned responses are

represented with larger words.



What three words describe arts and culture in

Center City Allentown today?

As the word cloud illustrates, most participants thought of arts and
culture in terms of concrete, physical entities such as Symphony Hall and
Allentown Art Museum. Similarly, when asked to describe what comes to
mind when they think of arts and culture, people named many traditional
art forms and few mentioned newer art forms. This suggests that arts and
culture in Allentown is presently more about the physical presence and
less about the meaning or the experience.

The word “diverse” emerged often, referring to a diversity of offerings
and not necessarily the diversity of people being represented by arts and
culture – or participating in arts and culture.

We were struck by the absence of words that convey emotions tied to
present day arts and culture in Allentown.
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While Allentown has a base of arts and culture, it seems to lack a cohesive

heart and soul, which can form the underlying fabric of a city



Accessibility
While barriers such as cost and transportation were more readily apparent to many, they

disguise more significant issues related to lack of awareness and cultural relevance that

are likely the true barriers to participating in arts and culture.
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Present Day Allentown



Cost

Free programs have led to an increase in participation in the

arts.

However, lack of awareness of free programs, as well as a

lack of inclusiveness are likely larger barriers to participation.
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There are currently efforts to reduce the cost barrier of visiting

some art institutions

“ Cost is uniquely prohibitive in this community. The museum went free

last summer and this summer and attendance skyrocketed.



Parking and Transportation

However, like cost, this is likely

a smaller barrier than other

aspects, such as awareness and

accessibility.
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From a logistical standpoint, Allentown is hard to get around,

which can create barriers to visiting art institutions

“
Parking is an issue. There is parking, but it’s not well advertised or signed. If

you’re not from this area (and we’re trying to bring people in), where am I

supposed to park? Allentown is really hard to get around with all the one way

streets. The signage is bad, too. That’s a barrier. I don’t want to go to

Allentown and drive around to try to park.

“
If you have things people want, they

will find parking and navigate the city.

Not many people here are familiar

with Manhattan, but they will navigate

it to see a show. Have things that draw

people in, local and neighboring

communities, and they will find a way.



Cultural Relevance

Allentown is very culturally diverse,

but the arts and culture scene does

not currently reflect the diversity of

the population

27Allentown Phase I Report

The demographic that is currently being

reached does not match the

demographic of Allentown as a whole,

which has made engaging everyone in

arts and culture a challenge.

“
The symphony has offered tickets to under 21, and the museum has made it free on

Sundays, but I’m not sure that you’re getting more of an audience by doing this. The

barrier is more of a fear of going into an old stuffy museum. It’s stuffy and stodgy. And

they don’t want to go to the symphony because it’s classical.

“
It’s a changing and diverse area. If this

community doesn’t have art they can relate

to, art that is culturally relevant, and no

institution reaching out to them, then

you’re going to have the same old thing

that has been happening.

“
In my experience in auditioning and

performing and going to shows, most

people who go and run auditions are white.

Anyone who isn’t white is

underrepresented.



Awareness
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The arts institutions in Allentown are old, established and well-known. However,

outside of the existence of the institutions, many believe it is a challenge to find

out about arts in Allentown. There is not currently a centralized place to discover

arts and cultural offerings.

There is quite a bit of awareness of the existence of arts institutions, such

as the art museum and symphony hall, but little awareness of specific

programs or arts outside of the institutions

There is little awareness of Allentown’s art and culture by people outside

of Allentown—it is not currently drawing in visitors.

“
When I lived in Bethlehem, I never came to Allentown. I never came to the mall, I

would go down to Easton. It doesn’t draw people from Bethlehem. There’s nothing to

do in Allentown—that’s the stigma. But there is!

“
If you know about it and are committed, you go. But there is not a lot of attracting new

people.



Arts Education
Not surprisingly, K-12 education was top of mind when considering arts education, but
little thought was given to lifelong, ongoing learning.
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Present Day Allentown



Art in Schools

This has made it challenging to engage the youth of Allentown in arts and

culture, which in turn is a challenge for the future of arts and culture in

Allentown.
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Due to budget constraints, arts education is being cut out of

K-12 education programs

“
Schools are making such cut backs. Art class is just once a week. For music,

kids get bussed to one school and have to be picked up at 4:30, which is hard

for single moms.

“
How do you expect a city that took out art education from school will bring in

people that are sensible human beings? How will that city have a big arts and

culture scene? How can you expect that?



Other Learning Institutions
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Allentown does have some effective institutions for arts

education outside of school, such as Baum, Xcape, and el

Sistema

Many of these programs offer scholarships to make them more accessible to

everyone. Unfortunately, these institutions have not worked together to create a

uniform message and meet needs community-wide.

“
There are extraordinary assets in the community for Baum and el Sistema.

None of those assets are talking to each other and coordinating. There are

assets and a community need. It’s just uncoordinated and delivery of services is

static and uneven.



Informal Lifelong Learning

Some community members do not feel comfortable visiting the formal

institutions, or they feel that they are not relevant to them, and there is not

currently another way for these audiences to learn about the arts, particularly

when arts programs are being cut from schools.
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There is currently a lack of informal, lifelong education for

adults and children outside of formal institutions

“
It’s a big problem that we’re not giving opportunities to kids in school, and it is

hard to find outside of school. Families can’t afford it.



Creative Opportunities
Overall, there seems to be a feeling of limited opportunities for creative entrepreneurship

in Allentown. There is also little awareness of how to gain support for the opportunities

that do exist.
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Present Day Allentown



Artist Skill Development and Jobs

This creates an unfortunate pattern of

artists leaving the city, and creates the

perception that there are not

opportunities for arts in Allentown.
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The arts institutions in Allentown allow for skill development;

however, many artists leave Allentown to pursue creative

opportunities

“
Have five major colleges and a community college that have great theater

programs. And when they finish college, there are no opportunities.

“
None of my friends want to go

to college in Allentown. They

want to go to New York, where

the opportunities are.



Support for Arts Organizations
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Creating organizations centered around the arts is challenging

in Allentown because there is not currently a strong support

system

“
In terms of start-ups, they are all struggling with initial investment and support-

same as non-profits.

“
The hardest part of running a theater company is running a business. How

does someone who never thought about running a business, whose education is

in arts, run a business? There are no arts mentoring programming for arts

businesses.



Artist Work Spaces
Creating artist work spaces is a challenge in Allentown because of safety concerns, a
lack of a concerted effort to attract artists and arts patrons, and zoning regulations.
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Present Day Allentown



Creating Space for Artists

Safety, or the perception of

safety, may also be a barrier

to artist use of unused

spaces.
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While there are many unused, affordable spaces in Allentown,

they have not been defined as artistic space, so they do not

currently attract artists or arts patrons

“
I think there is a lot of affordable space,

but what hasn’t happened is a coordinated

effort on the part of the city to make this

an artistic city.

“
Safety is a huge issue. People have to feel

safe. If you’re saying that you live with

drug addicts…



Zoning Regulations
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Historically, zoning regulations have made it challenging for

artists to have dual living and studio spaces, though this may

be starting to turn around

“
There are so many contingencies for opening a gallery or live/work space,

even at a state level. One at 10th and Turner was going to be artist residences

and studio space, but the state had too many regulations for that building.

The city bans things and it’s prohibitive.

“
The zoning board has lightened up on zoning ordinances to allow work and

living spaces.



Public, Activated Spaces
Allentown has yet to master the concept of public art and activated spaces—while there
is infrastructure for some amount of this, there is not adequate programming. As such,
discussion on the topic was limited.

39Allentown Phase I Report

Present Day Allentown



Facades and Murals

In the areas where this is

happening, it is sparking

discussion and improving

the city.
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In some neighborhoods, there has been an effort to paint

murals and update facades, but this effort does not seem to

be city-wide yet

“
We have a program on facades that

enriches neighborhood. Improves

face of building. This program

actually has this aim of preserving

intrinsic and architecturally

interesting features of house. Have

lots of them in Allentown



Arts Park

A number of special exhibits and events have been offered over the years, but

few people were aware of them and the offerings appear to be insufficient in

number and variety.
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While the Arts Park is a great first step at incorporating art

into public places, it is currently underutilized

“
The arts park is sitting there, space is waiting to happen.

Invested money to look nice, but there is no programming.

No one responsible to make it come alive. It could become a

center if there was a reason to go there. Maybe we should be

pouring resources into that.



Everyday Arts
Many participants did not fully understand the concept of “Everyday Arts”, as it is not

something that is currently integral in Allentown. As such, there was little discussion

around the topic.
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Present Day Allentown



Art and Culture as a Way of Life

There is a lack of understanding of all that arts could do for the

community. There is currently a somewhat narrow view of what

arts and culture really means.

Neighboring cities are much more well know for the arts than

Allentown.
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While there are pockets of the city that have started to

embrace arts more, there is not a culture of arts as a way of

life in Allentown

“
The whole Bethlehem steel thing…they’ve created arts over there. That’s whoa.

What is it about Allentown that could be captured that way?

“ More people should recognize that art is a part of daily life, not just recreation.



Arts and Culture Can Fuel the 

Future

This needs assessment confirms that arts and culture can

play a strong and unique role in the revitalization of Center

City Allentown.
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What Can Arts and Culture Uniquely Do? A Lot.
Create a vibrant downtown / Lead the economic development / Help local residents to make a living / Attract
a new creative class sector / Spur redevelopment in surrounding areas / Build an audience for downtown /
Unite the community
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Present Day Allentown



A Unique Contributor

After so many years of decline, people may have not allowed themselves to

consider what is possible for their city through arts and culture.
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Arts and Culture can address some of the concerns that people have with

the rapid transformation

“
Families are interested in a community that feels good that makes people feel safe and

happy. Art can play a real role in that. I would love to see even just help with landscaping

and improving the look of the community. I can really imagine….beautiful communities.

Brings people in the community together..

-Interviewee

“
[Arts and culture] is a critical part of downtown redevelopment. We’ve done a lot of

stabilizing and increasing economic capacity of urban core. Need to bring in that creative

element – creative class- have not done a good job of that.

-Interviewee

“ One of the things that arts have potential to do is …arts are small d democratic. They

bring a lot of different diverse people into the area.

-Interviewee



Aspirations for the Future
Many aspirations for the future are centered around embracing Allentown’s community
character. Generally this includes their history, physical environment, communications,
offerings and leadership.
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Present Day Allentown
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What three words would you like to use to describe arts and

culture in Center City Allentown in five years?
In the word cloud below, more frequently mentioned responses are

represented with larger words.

.
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The primary aspiration for arts and culture in Allentown is that it be accessible. A

number of people described an arts and culture ethos that incorporated the

community, noting that an inclusive arts and culture can unite the community.

People were more likely to describe a future arts and culture in Allentown that

had an emotional resonance to it. They envision it as vibrant, fun, exciting,

flourishing, beautiful, and welcoming.

People dream of an Allentown with an inclusive arts and culture

scene that has an emotional resonance with the community



Community Descriptions of What They Envision for

Arts and Culture in Allentown
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Energizing, Familiar, Plentiful Abundant, Accessible, Compelling Engaging, Diverse, Education

Vibrant, Avant guard, Welcoming Beautiful, Diverse, United



Integrating Allentown’s History

Allentown has a rich history, which may

lend itself well to the arts and unifying

the city.

51Allentown Phase I Report

Other cities in the Lehigh Valley have arts centered around

their history. Can Allentown also use history to create an arts

identity?

“
We have a history of silk mills,

agriculture business, etc., and

we don’t capitalize on that for

identity.



City Beautification

There is great potential to turn these places into art and enhance the look of

downtown, which in turn, will make the city more appealing and likely safer.
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How can Allentown take advantage of inexpensive, unused or

run-down spaces in the city?

“
We have a lot of vacant properties. If they did something with it or used it with homeless,

have them give something back (paint this and put in carpet and you can stay for free).

Get everyone involved. The more involved people are, the more people show up.

“
We need more beautifying of the environment. There is opportunity for more green

space in the city. I see the same blighted building for five years. It would be great for a

pocket park.

“
Getting the community involved in enhancing these spaces is also a way to get the

community involved and invested.



Creative Placemaking

It will also likely engage audiences
that would not otherwise participate
in arts at a formal institution, and
eventually will help attract more
people to visit downtown. The Arts
Park could be better utilized to
support this. Informal arts
experiences will also help eliminate
the perception that there is nothing
going on in Allentown.
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The concept of placemaking and informal arts experiences

throughout the city will help create a culture of everyday arts

“
I would rather see more smaller activities. We

have a history in the community of having

large arts festivals that are just places to get

funnel cake. If you really are looking to go and

listen to music, I don’t want to hang out with

beer toting people. Want arts oriented event,

accessible, with parking.

“
There is a flatbed trailer in New York that is taken to different parks at different parts of the

day and people get to see a puppet show or trapeze. Mobile art van went through all the

districts. I can see that children’s park between 6th and law…a trailer would go up there and

would draw people. That is not having a dedicated space. Passing it through poor and the

rich



Cultural Inclusiveness

How can creating diverse arts to draw new
and different audiences help to unify the
city? Allentown has the opportunity to
engage with sectors of the population that
have not historically been involved with the
arts to expand audiences and create a more
well-rounded arts experience. This can be
done both formally and informally through
offerings such as parades and festivals that
represent the different cultures. In addition,
programs at established institutions could
be retooled to be more inclusive.
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Allentown’s rich cultural diversity can be an asset for the arts,

but it needs to be embraced

“
How to get the neighborhoods

involved? Maybe parades or

celebrations. We have standard

ones that are happening, but in

New York they do the Irish

parade, etc. Do they have

those here? Because that is

where you see what the culture

of a place is.



Awareness

This will require thinking outside of traditional awareness campaigns to reach

audiences that are not currently engaged in the arts. It may be necessary to

reach these audiences via schools, churches, and community organizations.
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Raising awareness about arts in Allentown will require

creative marketing to reach all the diverse populations in the

city

“
We tend to think that everyone has computers and smart phones. Look

at extremely poor communities around us. Sometimes I let people know

about an event, and they don’t believe that it is for free. Not everyone has

computers, smart phones. We should be using churches and convenient

stores and super market as a way to reach out.



Centralized Arts Marketing

Allentown has the advantage of having established art institutions that are well
known, each with its own base of patrons. These institutions could be further
leveraged by creating a comprehensive awareness plan for all arts and culture. A
centralized, accessible place to find out about all things art and culture could
significantly reduce barriers to participation if it is designed with diverse
audiences in mind.
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Allentown could benefit from encouraging collaboration

among everyone involved in the arts to create centralized

messaging and easy access to information about arts and

cultural venues and events

“
A lot of people will ask me where to go to get info. That is the

greatest limitation for arts; people don’t want to go to each

organization individually to find out what is going on. We use

Discover Lehigh Valley, but I’m sure that there are others. No one

stop shop.



Informal Community Education

Creating inexpensive and informal opportunities for arts education will likely

draw in populations that are currently unable to go to or are uncomfortable

with the formal institutions. Increasing arts education will help to create a

more robust arts culture overall.
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“
Baum does have classes for adults but they’re expensive and long (a

whole semester). We need something more bite sized. West end has a

painting studio you can go to…it is great. Affordable and quick things

for adults that they can enjoy and pass that onto kid.

Allentown has the opportunity to educate more people by

creating inexpensive and informal access to the arts



Leadership for Arts and Culture

There are key players leading in and for arts and culture. Awareness varies depending on who a

person knows. Interestingly, Allentown appears to have a few leaders working at the grassroots

level whose efforts and results are largely unrecognized by those in positional power.
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Collaborative leadership for arts and culture appears to be

relatively new to the city and requires nurturing and attention

“
The issue that we have is that there is a lack of a will to lead. Nobody wants to take risks.

And everyone is busy running their own organizations. If we could create some mergers

among arts organizations, we would be in a better position.

-Interviewee

“ People protected turf  because funding was dear and they had to compete.

-Interviewee

“
I would like more transparency. I think there is some duplication of efforts. Let’s carve it

out…I’ll take this, you that. I would like more working together to accomplish

more…But we can even do more. I don’t know…we tend to get territorial. We need to

do a better job with working relationships

-Interviewee



Conclusions and Recommendations

In this section Corona presents our conclusions and

recommendations relevant to Phase 2 of the cultural planning

process.
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Conclusions

Allentown is in the midst of revitalizing downtown and the surrounding neighborhoods. We agree wholeheartedly

that an economic renaissance will not fulfill its promise without corresponding community development. The

emphasis on surrounding neighborhoods is vital if we want to attract more people to live, work, and play in

Center City. Fortunately many residents already love their downtown or wish to embrace it anew.

Allentown residents expressed a heartfelt desire for a vibrant, livable, and lovable city. Those who live, work,

and play in Center City envision it as a compelling destination that loudly proclaims its offerings and fosters a

singular sense of community while honoring the city’s history. They appreciate what is available and desire access to

more abundant and diverse offerings that reflect the city and its residents. That desire and passion can help forge a

new cultural identity.

It is time to stop looking east to Bethlehem as the place for arts and culture in the Lehigh Valley. Allentown needs to

name and claim its 21st century cultural identity. The lack of a cultural identity is hindered by a tendency to think

of the city in terms of its neighborhoods and plan at that level. This missing identity is also thwarted by a lack of

understanding of the unique role arts and culture play in forming a city’s identity and how arts and culture can

fuel revitalization efforts, including economic development, city beautification and public safety.

There has been an absence of collective leadership for arts and culture that embraces bold thinking and risk

taking – and as we see time and time again – money follows leadership with a bold vision. Unfortunately, a decades-

long poverty mindset has crippled bold thinking for arts and culture in the Center City as individuals and entities

concentrated on survival. Consequently, past efforts have been transactional, and often times territorial, rather than

transformational. Collective leadership is crucial to successful cultural plan development and implementation.
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Recommendations

At such a critical juncture in the history and development of the city, the time is now for a
community-driven cultural plan.

1. It is vital that those who live, work, and play in Center City be involved with a special
emphasis on local residents. Ensure the voices of underserved communities are as loudly
heard as those who are typically involved in processes like this one. Let’s hear from the
unusual suspects.

2. Establish a steering committee for cultural planning comprised of leaders from across
business, arts, civic, neighborhood, city, and faith communities committed to collective
leadership for cultural planning and implementation.

3. Develop a shared language, awareness, and understanding of what arts and culture can do
for Center City so that community members feel activated as a part of the city’s planning
efforts.

4. Proactively support the efforts underway by local artists and creative entrepreneurs. They
are already doing their part to spur economic and civic vibrancy. Back their efforts and
encourage more. Sustained revitalization depends on their success.

5. Begin now to implement the small changes that build excitement and empowerment for
Upside Allentown. Experiment a lot, fail fast, and keep working at it.
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About Corona Insights
Our founder named the company
Corona because the word means
“light.” It’s the knowledge that
surrounds and illuminates an issue;
exactly what we do. Our firm’s
mission is to provide accurate and
unbiased information and counsel to
decision makers. We provide market
research, data analysis, and strategic
consulting for organizations both
small and large.

Learn more and watch an overview video at 
www.CoronaInsights.com
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