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Culture Makes A City 
Measuring Cultural Production Using Event Data 
 
 
I. Introduction 
 
In January of 2013, Jamie Bennett, Chief of Staff at the National Endowment for the 
Arts, said "we generally have a research and data problem in the arts. Our data 
sets are often not as robust, and our research is not always seen as being as 
rigorous as other sectors’" (Hessenius, 2013a). Bennett’s statement has been 
widely discussed in the community of arts and cultural professionals, and little 
disputed. In fact, the problem of our sector’s failure to quantify its output and 
impact has been the subject of concern for decades by our top scholars, advocates, 
philanthropists, and practitioners. In an article published two years after the 
formation of the NEA, Alvin Toffler wrote: “a cultural data system is needed to 
provide information for a rational policy-making in the cultural field” (1967, p. 141). 
He went on to state “no system of social accounting could possibly be complete 
without indicators of the cultural life of the nation . . . such indicators must cast 
light on the quality of our cultural life as well as on its size and scope” (p. 142). He 
noted that though there was “inadequacy of data with respect to health, education, 
and many other important sectors of American life . . . it is safe to say that in no 
other significant field is the existing data base flimsier” (p. 146). 
 
One possible reason for our sector’s failure to use data-driven evidence to describe 
and understand the field is the reluctance of arts and culture professionals to 
quantify creative work. Studies of cultural impact and learning that use qualitative 
methodologies abound, while research that relies on data and statistics, particularly 
real-time data, lags. Furthermore, a lack of consensus on a definition of culture 
flexible enough to be inclusive across various spectrums (high/low, 
professional/amateur, visual/performing arts) but specific enough to delineate a 
universe of discourse does not currently exist. Finally, until recently, only a handful 
of practitioners and researchers in the field had the skills and training to support 
the data collection, management, and analysis work that has in recent years 
become the hallmark of the “big data” movement. 
 
This is not to say that, since Toffler’s 1967 call-to-arms, attempts have not been 
made to measure the economic or educational impact of cultural activity, but such 
efforts have often been narrowly focused, or built from small samples that cast 
doubt on the comprehensiveness or representational value of the data that serve as 
evidence. A review of current methods of measuring or counting culture is 
described in a summary environmental scan that comprises Section II of this report 
(a full environmental scan and bibliography is published at 
http://projectaudience.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Cultural-Benchmarking-
Environmental-Scan-20130930.pdf). The objective of the scan, which was prepared 
in anticipation of the pilot project and updated at its conclusion, was to review the 
current field of cultural metrics; to describe any gaps that might exist in the 
evidence base for measuring cultural activity; and to create a context for our 
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project team’s work on developing new methods for measuring and analyzing 
cultural output.  
 
II. Environmental Scan (Summary Background on Cultural Indicators) 
 
A. Key Voices 
In an effort to scan widely, our survey explored the width and breadth of historical 
and current literature, studies, and projects to understand the most prominent 
methods for counting culture. Prominent voices included Richard Florida, Maria 
Rosario Jackson, Ann Markusen, Anne Gadwa Nicodemus, Alvin Toffler, and many 
others. They all speak to varying degrees about the intersection of culture and 
community, and it is clear that there are many methods for approaching the 
measurement of culture, each reflecting differing philosophies about meaningful 
cultural artifacts. For some, it is about the economic impact of the arts and culture 
sector in a community, while for others it is the subjective but quantifiable increase 
in the quality of life produced by cultural participation. The metrics cited regularly in 
the cultural sector can be roughly categorized into four types: census, financial, 
participation, and programming. In addition, an increasing number of quality of life 
(QOL) studies include either traditional or alternative cultural metrics that vary 
greatly from study to study.  
 
B. Best-Known Methods of Counting Culture and Their Uses 
Census metrics are created by inventorying or documenting groups deemed 
“creative” or “cultural” either by self-identification or top-down categorization. 
Census metrics include demographic data such as the number and employment 
circumstances of individuals and organizations; the number of students and higher 
education programs involved with the arts and humanities; and a “head count” of 
the museums, galleries, theaters, or other cultural venues in a given location. An 
increase in census figures can indicate a growing cultural sector within a community. 
However it important to note this type of data does not measure cultural production 
or the opportunity to engage in culture so much as count the organizations and 
individuals dedicated to creative occupations and services. U.S. federal government 
agencies (such as the IRS and U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics) regularly utilize the 
Standard Occupational Classification System to collect, calculate, and disseminate 
data on creative occupations (“Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) System,” 
n.d.).  
  
Financial metrics track the sources and levels of financial support and income for 
organizations providing arts and cultural programs or services. Financial data 
provide more in-depth information for evaluating the health of the culture sector, 
and are generated and utilized by almost all cultural organizations as a tool for 
operational or strategic planning. The level of granularity and the methods of 
categorizing income, expenditures, assets, etc., vary greatly by organization. 
Nevertheless, these data provide—at least internally—the basis for consistent and 
longitudinal analysis that is useful across cultural disciplines. There is an abundance 
of resources dedicated to the aggregation and analysis of financial cultural metrics.  
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Participation metrics cover a range of survey-harvested data that describe aspects 
of audience participation, attendance, and engagement. Participation metrics may 
be collected from the audience or organizational perspectives. Currently, these 
metrics face a period of re-calibration due to evolving types, modes, and levels of 
cultural activity, including the rise of digital modes of cultural participation. Surveys 
have provided the traditional means of collecting participation data to indicate 
various phenomena within a community of study. Recently, with diminishing 
numbers of survey participants along with aging survey instruments, there is 
debate around the need to develop updated means to measure community 
engagement with culture. 
  
Programming metrics describe several types of indicators that measure planning, 
scheduling, and performing activities of cultural organizations. Under this rubric, 
organizations—and to a lesser degree, third-party data collection efforts—keep 
track of artists and performers, types of performances or exhibitions, the number of 
occurrences, publications, and works commissioned. Primarily used as a measure of 
productivity and performance within an organization—and carefully marshaled to 
support fundraising efforts or other marketing agendas—programming metrics are 
seldom published widely. However, given the level of detail encoded in 
programming data, this branch of the cultural data tree may be one of the most 
promising new sources of publicly-available cultural information, should 
organizations decide to distribute their programming data more openly. 
   
In addition to the most four key categories of cultural metrics described above, we 
are witnessing the increased use of cultural variables in quality of life (QOL) 
indicator projects. From their roots in the social sciences, indicator projects—which 
utilize a combination of the metrics described above along with so-called alternative 
metrics—are found in the nonprofit, civic, and academic sectors, as well as private 
and venture realms, as various constituencies recognize the potential in utilizing a 
combination of indicators to summarize of health or vitality of a community. 
 
A presumption shared by many of the best-known methods for measuring culture 
today is that high-level indicators such as funding serve as effective indicators of 
the strength of cultural offerings at the ground level; they assume that a 
community with strong funding for the arts, or a high percentage of citizens 
employed in the creative professions, will offer richer cultural activities than one 
with weaker marks. However, testing this assumption is difficult, in part because 
few studies measure cultural production at its most granular level, by assessing the 
quantity and accessibility of actual cultural events available to local patrons. Our 
study reverses the top-down trend in cultural measurement work by proposing to 
study production from the ground up, with the cultural event—a small, but 
measurable unit—as the building block of our study of cultural vitality.  
 
III. Need 
 
The scan of ongoing cultural data collection activities, indicators projects, and 
published research described above suggests that a real need exists for a robust, 
real-time data set that can provide a detailed, complete, and localized view of 
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cultural offerings available to citizens. Our team imagined that the creation of a 
sustainable, comprehensive, real-time database containing every cultural event in a 
given location would paint a picture of the available cultural inventory in a place 
and allow it to be analyzed and displayed by amount, location, category, price, and 
audience. 
 
No such database currently exists. Efforts to aggregate event information—almost 
always commercial and aimed at either ticket sales or the development of 
customer-facing calendaring systems—usually capture only a fraction of the events 
in a region, usually only those taking place in the near future. Curated calendar 
tools, as well as traditional listings in newspapers and alternative weeklies, are 
useful in helping patrons answer the question, “what shall we do tonight?” but less 
helpful in providing a picture of the scope, nature, and location of cultural 
production in a place. The absence of a comprehensive database of cultural 
offerings is not surprising, given the difficulty of collecting fugitive event postings 
on a real-time basis; the lack of shared standards for event expression (particularly 
across disciplines); and the scarcity of machine-readable online event listings.  
 
Hoping to fill this gap in cultural data collection, our team developed a plan for a 
pilot data collection process to evaluate the feasibility of creating a data set 
consisting of the preponderance of cultural events in a particular location.  
Though the pilot team had a clear understanding of some of the key obstacles to 
the development of a large-scale events-focused dataset, we chose to move ahead 
with a pilot that would use human resources to harvest, normalize, and analyze 
events taking place in a one-month period in Los Angeles. Our work with this 
events snapshot would be a first step towards developing sustainable, automated 
methods for creating a sustainable, real-time dataset. The team’s goals for the pilot 
were therefore threefold: 1) generate a methodology for capturing the full scope of 
cultural events in Los Angeles County for a limited period of time; 2) test the 
methodology for completeness and measure the difficulty of obtaining data of 
various types and from diverse sources; and 3) conduct open discussions in 
multiple communities about improving and ultimately automating the methodology 
and sources, determining the utility of the information, and identifying use cases for 
the data set. 
 
Impact 
Other cultural indicators projects take a high-level view of cultural impact, 
examining spending, funding, or employment figures and calculating their effect on 
local, state, or national economies. Such approaches assume a level of stability and 
infrastructure that may not accurately reflect the full scope and richness of culture 
in a community, particularly culture at the edges. In contrast, our interest was 
principally in the direct impact that cultural production has on the lives of citizens of 
and visitors to a community. However, the varied use cases that our team has 
imagined also promise to have immediate utility for cultural policymakers, urban 
planners, local businesses, philanthropists, arts and education advocates, and 
researchers and to remake the way that these communities think about culture and 
the creative industries. A sampling of the potential uses of a comprehensive events 
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data set, suggested by team members and others who have taken an interest in 
our work, include: 
 

1. Comparing the residential potential of neighborhoods based on their cultural 
offerings. We imagine a kind of “culture score,” much like the well-loved walk 
score (www.walkscore.com). Walk score calculates the walkability—but not 
the cultural richness—of an address; a similar scoring process could be 
created with event data to help families and business think about the relative 
appeal of a neighborhood or even a block, based on the availability, variety, 
and affordability of nearby cultural offerings. 

2. Developing real-time map layers to help travelers to choose neighborhoods 
to visit or stay in based on their own cultural interests 

3. Helping local municipal leaders and businesses to better develop and 
promote their resources and advocate for development resources 

4. Providing advocates with tools to lobby for arts funding 
5. Supporting transportation and other infrastructure planning by providing 

urban planners with detailed information about the frequency, timing, and 
clustering of cultural activities and by identifying culturally-rich 
neighborhoods that are underserved by transit and other municipal resources 

6. Providing funders with a tool for supporting under-served communities by 
providing a map of cultural deserts  

7. Developing apps and other interactive, location-based calendaring tools that 
draw on hyperlocal data to deliver personalized recommendations and 
experiences 

8. Helping cultural organizations make planning and programming decisions 
9. Supporting scholarship into the growth and development of cities 

 
The project’s populist approach to the needs of cultural audiences is mirrored in our 
goal to create a toolset that will allow citizens to help describe and define the 
cultural life of their neighborhoods by contributing local event information to the 
data set. We believe that a cultural data set developed largely for citizens and built, 
at least in part, by citizens has the potential to transform the ways in which people 
value and participate in cultural activities in their neighborhoods and cities.  
 
IV. Project Design  
 
A. Choice of Los Angeles 
Los Angeles County was chosen as our study site for both demographic and 
practical reasons. L.A. County, the most populous county in the United States 
(“U.S. Census Bureau Releases 2010 Census Results, 2011), is geographically vast 
and ethnically diverse. In selecting it for the pilot, we were guaranteed a wide 
range of event types produced for a diverse and culturally-engaged audience. We 
were confident that many of the complicated problems of definition and 
classification that we might encounter in other cities would be surfaced in a pilot 
study in L.A. In addition, we had access in Los Angeles to a large online community 
events calendar, ExperienceLA.com, built by a coalition of Los Angeles municipal 
and arts agencies. Arts organizations funded by L.A. County contribute their cultural 
events to the ExperienceLA.com calendar on a compulsory basis, making its data 
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set a useful starting point for our research. Finally, longstanding colleagues at the 
Graduate School of Education and Information Science at UCLA had expressed an 
interest in collaborating with us to provide field researchers to support our data 
collection efforts, and our ability to capitalize on these cost-free resources (the 
graduate students involved with field research were given course credit for their 
work) helped to make the study affordable.  
 
B. Definitions 
The project design began with the development of working definitions for terms and 
concepts that would shape the scope of data collection. 
 
Defining “culture” 
As understanding the cultural landscape through the framework of cultural events is 
the central goal of the research, the project team spent a significant amount of 
time during the early stages of the project generating a clear, specific, and shared 
definition of culture. It was critical to the project that the definition did not rest on 
standard acceptance of "high culture" (performing arts, visual arts, and related 
endeavors produced by well-known, usually non-profit organizations). The goal was 
to include “street-level culture” (Florida, 2002), even if neither the audience nor the 
host organization specifically identified the event as cultural. In addition, the 
definition needed to be repeatable, and extensible to other locations. 
 
The team consulted existing literature for definitions of culture, including those 
from academic cultural research, funder portfolio reporting, and leisure-time 
literature. We also looked at anthropological and sociological definitions of culture 
to arrive at the following definition of “cultural event”: 
 
A cultural event is one whose primary goal is the expression of a creative endeavor. 
 
The non- or for-profit status of the producing organization or venue was not a 
deciding element in whether an event was considered cultural or not. Though we 
recognize that some indices of culture only count productions by non-profit 
professional organizations, our goal is to take a broader view of culture, one that 
reflects the viewpoints of cultural audiences rather than producers or funders. Thus, 
a movie viewing was counted as a cultural event, whether screened at an 
independent film festival or viewed in a commercial movie theater. Other events 
proved more challenging. After a lively discussion, we eliminated pornography from 
the data collection for this particular study for reasons of scope containment rather 
than definition, leaving the discussion of pornography as a creative endeavor or 
cultural event for another day. 
 
We envisioned that definitional and categorization discussions would need to be 
revisited each time the data were gathered in a new community, and periodically 
afterwards. We believe that even the broadest definition of culture is locally 
construed, and what is considered culture within one community is not so within 
another. We imagine that as we replicate the study in other localities we will work 
with local residents and culture professionals to define culture for their locale.  
 



  Page 8 of 34 
  
  

In Los Angeles, having codified our definition of culture as the expression of a 
creative endeavor, we worked to apply the definition to specific events or event 
classes, continuously testing our choices for consistency and repeatability, and 
engaging in sometimes spirited debate with members of Los Angeles’ cultural 
community about what would—for purposes of this study—be included in its scope. 
Sporting events were not included. While sports are often played creatively, we felt 
that sporting events did not meet the definition of having creative effort as their 
primary goal. Within this particular study, for both definitional and logistical reasons 
high school and college theater, public art, and other forms of cultural production 
were not captured. However, replicating this study to a different location, especially 
one with a smaller population, these elements might not only be feasible and 
appropriate to collect, comprising some of the most important culture products a 
community creates. 
 
Defining “event” 
The team established “event” as the study’s core unit of measure. We considered 
an event to be occurrence with a defined start and end time and a fixed location. 
Furthermore, events considered for the study were limited to those that were open 
(but not necessarily free) to the public; we excluded those that were contingent on 
invitation or membership status.  
 
For purposes of the pilot, we adopted a definition of “event” that was easily and 
quickly collected and quantifiable for analysis. For example, each day that an 
exhibition in a museum was open to visitors was counted as a single, unique event. 
In the case of festivals and fairs, each discrete event, such as a screening of a 
movie in a film festival, counted as one event. 
 
Our effort was to cast a wide net, to capture not only establishment culture, but to 
encompass cultural events across the continuum, regardless of professional status, 
funder, or cost. Based on this definition, burlesque, poetry slams, and stand-up 
comedy were all included, under the rubric of individual performance. These edge 
cases serve a vital role, helping the team to validate the consistency and 
robustness, as well as relevance and currency, of our categories and sub-categories 
of events, and forcing us to confront and consider the range of activities in a 
constantly-evolving creative landscape. 
 
Certain categories of events were not included, including those considered by our 
local participants as falling outside of the local community’s definition of culture 
(high school, college, religious and political productions, libraries, sporting events, 
pornography, and trade shows). Public art and architecture, lacking fixed start and 
end times, also fell outside of the scope of the study, although tours of public art 
and architecture were included. Most team members found the choice to exclude 
public art unfortunate and have expressed an interest in trying to capture both in 
future iterations of the study. 
 
A more serious concern about the definition of event is the problem of quantifying 
events in the visual arts. Although most museums and galleries have occasional 
events with start and end times (openings and tours, for example), much of their 
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inventory of available cultural experiences is in the form of all-day opening hours, 
which—for purposes of this study—counted as a single event. It became clear that 
to properly weight the availability of cultural activity available to patrons across 
cultural categories we would need for future studies to either develop a weighting 
system (which might, for example, use capacity as a multiplier to create a true 
measure of inventory), or to imagine another more consistent unit of measure. The 
need to develop a unit of measure more molecular and more consistent than 
“event” is one of the pilot project’s key lessons learned. In the next phase of work, 
we intend to count available “culture hours” instead, a measurement that we 
believe will hold up across arts and culture disciplines.  
 
C. Methodology and Sampling 
Although the project team recognizes that the creation of useful permanent 
databases of culture event information will require robust and sophisticated 
automated tools for data processing and data management, our pilot project’s 
design was purposefully hand-wrought. Our goal was to use a field team to perform 
the tasks that automated tools would (for the most part) handle in future and to 
record in detail the requirements for acquiring, deduplicating, and normalizing data 
that will eventually be programmed as data-handling algorithms. Only with the use 
of human insight could we be certain that any requirements definition for future 
tools is complete and accurate.  
 
Time-frame 
The sampling frame consisted of all cultural events Los Angeles County during the 
period from December 15, 2012 through January 14, 2013. This 31-day frame was 
chosen based on a balance of expediency and variability. The time span across the 
holidays allowed seasonal events to be represented, including organizations that 
may have events only once a year, or organizations that might host different types 
of events to appeal to holiday tourists or audiences that take part in seasonal 
events. The research team felt this approach might provide both a diversity of users 
and a variety of events. The extension of the data collection period into 2013 
allowed the team to gather data during what was less busy time, balancing the 
uncharacteristically busy holiday season with a quieter period in early January. 
 
Geographic sampling 
The team wrestled with the appropriate sampling frame for the pilot study. Initially, 
we intended to sample within a limited number of zip codes or neighborhoods 
regions within Los Angeles County. Our sampling strategy would have balanced 
variables such as socio-economic and ethnic makeup, access to housing, and 
density of housing, commerce, and cultural venues. However, a sampling strategy 
proved cumbersome because of the large number of variables and Los Angeles’ 
makeup as a city of disparate ethnic enclaves, making it difficult for us to sample in 
a way that was properly representative. We decided instead to adopt a population-
wide approach, in which we would attempt to collect every cultural event within Los 
Angeles County during a limited time period. Given that a comprehensive data set 
is our ultimate goal, this collection model provided us with the most useful 
understanding of the nature of sources and events and had the benefit of more 
authentically represented portrait of Los Angeles’ diverse pockets of culture.  
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Sources of event data 
The pilot study relied on four primary sources of cultural event data. Those sources 
were: 
 

1. Events captured by hand from various analog sources such as printed 
postings, flyers, and online calendars published in non machine-readable 
formats 

2. Web scraping of online resources, including online publications such as the 
Los Angeles Times and the alternative L.A. Weekly, and other sites such as 
the Los Angeles edition of Daily Candy, For Your Art, LAist, Hustler of 
Culture, and Yelp 

3. The centralized events database and public calendar, ExperienceLA.org 
4. RSS feeds/APIs, particularly those issued by event ticketing agencies 

 
Sources not used within this study include the entire class of non-published 
sources, for example cultural events publicized through broadcast media such as 
television or radio, or events advertised on specialized email listservs, signs, 
billboards, and local coffee shop or library corkboard postings. It is important to 
note that in failing to include listings from these harder-to-reach sources we may 
have created a bias against events with non-English-speaking audiences, given the 
heavily reliance of some ethnic communities on broadcast media and neighborhood 
postings. Correcting this bias by working closely with these communities to identify 
the source of their event data is a key goal of the next phase of our work. 
 
In this phase of the research, the team was interested in determining whether one 
or several key sources or could represent the preponderance of events, and in 
analyzing the long tail—events that appeared in a single source—in order to refine 
our collection methods and sources for future rounds of data collection. 
 
Data Specification 
Once the team had defined the parameters of “culture” and “event” as concepts, 
there were several other key decisions to be made. Event categorization was the 
first. Our goal was to keep event categorization broad yet specific. We did not wish 
to develop a detailed taxonomy of potential events in advance, knowing that 
creation and maintenance of that taxonomy would both drain time from our census 
efforts and make comparisons across time ranges and localities too difficult in 
future studies. 
 
Data were collected for each event in the following fields: 
 

1.  Date Entered 
2.  Data Collector Name 
3.  Title of Event 
4.  Category of Event  
5.  Producing Organization 
6.  Source Type 
7.  Source URL (if applicable) 
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8.  Start Date  
9.  Start Time 
10.  End Date  
11.  End Time 
12.  Venue Name 
13.  Venue Address 
14.  Cost 

 
There were numerous other fields we could have attempted to collect, ranging from 
intended audience (children, families, senior citizen, LGBT) to capacity at the 
venue. While some of these fields could potentially be gathered in the future, in an 
attempt to manage the scope of the data collection process and match it to our 
available resources, we excluded certain fields. This decision was in part based on 
the fact that some data—such as capacity—are available through other resources, 
and that future iterations of this study would allow us to cross-reference with other 
data sets to obtain the data. The other factor in this decision was the quality of the 
source data, meaning the completeness of fields we could reasonably find within 
the primary source. While intended audience is likely to be an important data point 
in future studies, our key sources for this round of data collection provided this 
information on a sporadic basis, at best. 
 
Categorizing events 
Events were categorized based on an event typology developed specifically for the 
project. It was important to create a set of event categories comprehensive enough 
to describe the full breadth of events collected but limited enough that outputs such 
as maps and other visualizations could be easily produced from the raw data. We 
based our original event categories on a study of the categories used by local online 
calendaring projects (including ExperienceLA.com) and ticketing agencies. 
Categorizing the events was a difficult process, subject to continual renegotiation, 
as we worked the borderline cases of each category and of culture itself. The top-
level categories ultimately selected for the study were: 
 

1.  Classes, Workshops, and Camps 
2.  Dance 
3.  Festivals and Fairs 
4.  Film, TV, and Radio 
5.  Foodie 
6.  Lecture, Poetry, and Literature 
7. Music 
8. Performance/Open Mic 
9. Theater 
10.  Visual Arts 
11.  Other 

 
The project’s data dictionary, which contains definitions and sample events for each 
category, is available at http://projectaudience.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/11/Cultural-Benchmarking-Data-Dictionary_v7.xlsx. For the 
sake of this study, events were assigned a single category, and a protocol for the 
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decision about how to catalogue each event was developed by the data collection 
team. While clearly some events could be placed in more than one category (a food 
author giving a lecture, for instance), for this study we wished to keep the coding 
as simple as possible. In addition, individual events within an umbrella event such 
as a festival were coded within their appropriate category rather than in the overall 
category of festivals and fairs. The team recognizes that in future iterations of the 
study we will wish to capture event category information in greater detail, perhaps 
by creating sub-categories of event, and certainly by allowing events to be 
classified in more than one category. 
 
Data collection process 
The fieldwork team was initially comprised of three graduate students from the 
UCLA Graduate School of Education and Information Studies, selected because of 
their training in cataloguing techniques and requirements. Cataloguing rules were 
developed in collaboration with faculty from the department, especially Dr. 
Jonathan Furner. Definitions and classifications were revisited by the fieldwork team 
on a daily basis and on a weekly basis by the entire research team; the process 
was further examined in a post-mortem session, in which recommendations about 
how to amend the process and cataloguing rules for future studies were considered 
and recorded. 
 
The actual process of data collection was done by hand on a daily basis by the field 
staff, a time-consuming practice. The majority of the data collection employed field 
team members using the data scraper OutWit Hub to extract data from source web 
pages, although some events, acquired from non-digital (or non-scrapable) 
sources, were simply entered into the collection spreadsheet manually. In most 
cases, information still required some individual formatting, which was done on the 
fly by the field staff. New events were added to online sources up until the date of 
the event, meaning that recursive review of each of the key sources was required, 
and an understanding of the periodicity of new content adds by these sources 
informed the frequency of return visits to various sources. After the initial 31-day 
period lapsed, the team went into scraped data and further parsed occurrences of 
movies, museum exhibitions, and gallery shows into daily units. This time-
consuming and tedious process was a necessary step in helping our team to 
understand the specific requirements of data collection, parsing, and normalization 
that will inform a later, automated phase of event data collection. 
 
V. Analysis 
 
Data processing 
Post collection data processing encompassed three main components. First and 
most time-consuming was the process of data cleaning. The events data were 
cleaned and reordered at multiple points in the process. Data were cleaned at 
entry, where the data collection team made decisions about which portions of event 
listing found should be entered, how to phrase the event name and other data, and 
how to standardize the components. As multiple data sets were culled from 
different processes or individuals, the data sets were then merged. The entire data 
set was then combed through dozens of times to remove mistranscribed characters 
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from the API downloads, map fields across the multiple data sets, and standardize 
the fields. Standardizing location names and formatting date and address 
information was done by hand, followed by de-duplication of the merged data set 
using the analysis software SPSS. Access to the raw data set, which is stored in a 
spreadsheet in Google Drive, is available to scholars and researchers on request. 
 
VI. Discoveries and Results 
 
This research project represents the rare study in which process and methods 
developed were far more important than the data generated. Nonetheless, the data 
obtained in the pilot period revealed a level and breadth of cultural activity that far 
exceeded what some cultural professionals who participated in early discussions of 
the study anticipated. The analysis of the preliminary data set is ongoing, but a 
sampling of preliminary findings, which are detailed in the tables and maps 
attached to this report as Appendixes A-G, follows: 
 

A. Number and Timing of Events: nearly 10,000 unique events took place in 
the monthlong pilot period. Estimates by high-ranking Los Angeles cultural 
professionals polled before the start of the project for their estimate of 
cultural offerings in an average month were wide-ranging and inconsistent. 
 
B. Categories of Events: events in the Film, TV, and Radio category 
comprised nearly 50% of all of the events collected, followed by Visual Arts 
events with 25%. With movie screenings removed from the total, the Visual 
Arts category had the largest percentage of the total, followed by Music, then 
Theater. 

  
C. Cost of Events: our analysis for this round of work focused on the 
availability of free events. The largest number of no-fee events was offered 
in the Visual Arts category, with nearly 50% of those collected in the pilot 
having no charge. 
 
D. Geographic Distribution of Events: a preliminary analysis of the 
geographic distribution of events revealed several key clusters across all 
event types: in Hollywood/West Hollywood; the Downtown district that is 
emerging as a center for theater and visual and performing arts in L.A.; and, 
to a lesser extent, in the beach communities. Additional study is needed to 
break down the secondary clusters and their event types.  
 
E. Sources of Event Data: data scraped from online listings and websites 
comprised the vast majority of unique events in our pilot data set. Team 
members, as well as other cultural professionals with whom we talked, were 
surprised by the low percentage (12.5%) of overall events represented in 
ExperienceLA.com, the major online cultural calendar for the region. 
 
F. Event Venues: [notes TK] 
 
G. Walkability of Events: [notes TK] 
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VII. Bias and Validation 
 
Bias 
In the spirit of generating a test methodology for further applied research within 
the field, we moved forward rapidly into the data collection phase, knowing that 
both the data collected and the methodology would be imperfect, but feeling that 
that this was the surest method of developing a more robust methodology for the 
next iteration. We hypothesize that the data we’ve collected represent certain 
biases relative to the nature and amount of cultural activity within Los Angeles 
County. 

 
The most significant form of bias within the data is likely the sources from which it 
was drawn (see Sources, above). The research team has some information that 
suggests that the sources that were not tapped for data collection in the pilot might 
contain a disproportionate number of cultural events for specific ethnic 
communities, some of which make up a significant population segment within L.A. 
County. 
 
Arguably, the definition of culture as employed within this study could be cast more 
widely (or more narrowly) to present a very different picture of the cultural event 
activity within the area. Key elements for this particular sample were the decision 
to include commercial film showings (a decision made after discussion with 
residents and local cultural professionals about the importance of the moviemaking 
industries to Los Angeles); the decision to exclude public visual art and architecture 
for definitional reasons; and the decision to exclude science museum and historical 
institution events for the purposes of making the study more feasible.  
 
Data collector focus was another source of potential bias. As one of the data 
collection team noted  “Realizing that there is such a large number of events 
occurring throughout Los Angeles County on a given date and that collecting data 
for each event would take a considerable amount of time, I had to make decisions 
about when to stop and what information not to collect. There are definitely gaps in 
the data collected, and this only speaks to data collected from one source.” She 
went on to write she saw the need for a larger team of field workers, since a single 
category could include more than 100 events on a given day. 
 
Finally, the time frame selected may bias the sample towards certain types of 
events, either by organization, venue, or category. While we attempted to find a 
sampling period that would encompass the full scope of the diversity of events, it 
was certainly vulnerable to seasonality. 
 
Validation 
While gathering the event-based data during the one-month data collection period, 
we hypothesized that certain events had gone uncaptured because they were 
publicized through methods we had not considered, or because entire categories of 
events had been overlooked in our planning. The research process had been 
designed to incorporate a phase of validation, in which we would attempt to 
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determine the completeness of the data collected during the one-month pilot by 
contacting individual producing organizations in each of several sample zip codes 
directly and comparing their events calendars to our data set. We hoped that the 
validation process would reveal types of events, event sources or organizations, 
and event audiences that were unknown to us and allow us to revise our future 
methodology to anticipate these overlooked events. 
 
The validation process proved to be more difficult than anticipated. We used the 
Cultural Data Project data set, http://www.culturaldata.org/, a resource we had not 
used for data collection, as one of the validation sources. A second source was 
listings provided by Arts for LA http://www.artsforla.org/, a non-profit regional 
advocacy organization that supports arts, culture, and arts education. We received 
participant and member listings from each resource for a group of randomly-
selected zip codes within L.A. County, and canvassed the organizations in the 
validation set for information on events they had produced during our collection 
timeframe. Initial attempts to cross-reference these two data sets failed when the 
validating sources had no cultural organizations within the randomly-selected zip 
codes. We initiated a second round of validation, this time purposefully sampling zip 
codes we knew to be rich in cultural institutions. We contacted the small number of 
organizations that had not been represented within our data set, only to discover 
those organizations had sponsored no events during the time period we were 
studying.  
 
While one might conclude that our data set was therefore exhaustive, we believe 
that not to be the case. Rather, the validation results point to a lack of reliable 
census data for cultural organizations. As our sources, techniques, and data 
improve through iteration, we expect our data set to become larger and more 
diverse, although until more complete rosters of cultural organizations become 
available to us, it may be difficult to confirm with precision what share of cultural 
events are being captured.  
 
February 2013 Research Summit 
In the spirit of our project’s philosophy of openness and inclusiveness, the research 
team presented the study concept, literature review, methodology, and preliminary 
results to an invited group of Los Angeles-based culture professionals and 
researchers at a two-day invitational meeting in February 2013 intended to collect 
feedback on the project’s data collection methodology and research goals.  
 
Discussion centered on a few key elements: 

1. Is the definition around culture and events appropriate and well-constructed? 
2. How does the data set generated here connect to other data sets? 
3. How can the methodology be improved to better capture (and weight) the 

relative contributions of museums and galleries, public art and architecture, 
and commercial films? 

4. How can the methodology be improved to better capture under-represented 
events and audience segments? 

5. Does the study employ the appropriate unit of analysis? 
 



  Page 16 of 34 
 
  

The major questions raised by summit attendees echoed those identified as key 
methodological or strategic questions by project team members and advisors, and 
the team is hopeful that many summit participants will continue to serve in an 
advisory capacity to the team as we develop plans for future iterations of the 
research. The presentation slide deck can be seen at 
http://projectaudience.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/PA-Summit-Slide-Deck.pdf 
and video interviews with some summit participants have been posted on the 
Project Audience website at http://projectaudience.org/videos/. Summit notes are 
available online at 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1PkqQDfkI_Kf2rVkSS8USg-
sIi_gpRcwIfxjExwIzLbE/edit?usp=sharing and 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1cDfEE5msT4UqDmXJhk2Ql_I20YasZViAMHY
Rcf8IV_k/edit?usp=sharing.  
 
VIII. Implications for Future Phases 
 
The pilot project met the team’s initial goals of developing a methodology for 
capturing a variety of cultural events from a range of sources, for testing that 
methodology for completeness and ease, and for conducting conversations with 
members of the local community about enhancing our methods in future phases. 
We acquired a nuanced understanding of the gaps in data based on our current 
methodology and identified a number of key areas for redress, particularly the 
establishment of a more consistent core unit of measure, and the need to identify 
sources for events that may never be published in electronic formats. The team’s 
principal goals and questions for the next phases of work are described below. 
 
Replication in L.A. County: automation 
The pilot project’s limited time frame provided the team with an opportunity to 
model the data collection process but little else. The team is keen to replicate the 
pilot work in L.A. County for a longer period of time, ideally three to six months. 
Our goals for a repeat study are to optimize the manual data collection process in 
order to develop a specification for automating it (see Automation, below); to 
create a richer, more comprehensive data set that will allow us to better analyze 
the scope, variety, timing, location, and affordability of events; to analyze the 
completeness of data obtained from various sources; and to correct biases and 
address gaps in the data collection process.  
 
Replication in L.A. County: ethnic communities 
We are particularly interested in working with under-represented ethnic enclaves in 
L.A. on methods for capturing their cultural output. Our goal is to enlist arts and 
community advocates as well as social scientists to help us to understand how 
cultural event information is shared within these communities and to develop a 
meaningful case for ethnic communities’ participation in our data collection effort. 
 
Replication elsewhere: refining definitions and developing use cases 
We also intend to replicate the data collection work in two or more additional 
communities across the country in 2014. We will seek partner communities that 
represent different scales, demographics, and regions of the country. In each 
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replication community, we plan to assemble a group of cultural professionals and 
citizens, and work with them to craft a local definition of culture that will shape the 
data collection process. We imagine that in some cases we may see a very different 
definition of what constitutes a cultural event than our interlocutors in Los Angeles 
produced. We’ll rely on these communities to help us to identify sources for our 
studies as well. Finally, we hope to work in the replication phase with individuals 
and communities representing potential end users of a cultural events data set to 
produce sample outputs, including visualizations and maps, reports and digests, 
and other user-facing products. 
 
Automation 
Developing a permanent, real-time, comprehensive events database will only be 
possible if much of the data collection work modeled in the pilot can be automated. 
One key goal of the pilot project was to quantify the level of difficulty associated 
with automating data collection, data normalization, and deduplication activities, 
and—after some consideration—the team believes that it is possible to automate a 
large share of the work performed by hand in the pilot. While identification of 
sources for cultural data would still need to be done individually by a team member 
(or community member), one can envision that an intelligent web scraper could 
capture and parse quality information for all of the fields in our data specification, 
and perhaps more. The most difficult aspect of the automation process is likely to 
be the categorization of events, which we believe will be achieved through a 
combination of machine learning processes and human facilitation. One goal for the 
next round of work is to engage in a discovery process around automating our 
current data collection activities and to develop a full written specification for the 
automated (or semi-automated) processes of data collection from multiple sources, 
data normalization, data deduplication, and data augmentation (cataloguing).  
 
Periodicity 
The analogy that is perhaps most useful in describing periodicity in the automation 
cycle is the real-time mapping of traffic, as done by Google, Apple, and some local 
municipalities. For traffic mapping, data are gathered automatically from traffic 
cameras and other sources. Traffic events are then categorized and described, for 
example to differentiate between heavy commuter traffic and an accident blocking 
multiple lanes. In order for this information to be truly relevant to the user, it needs 
to be updated in regular enough a fashion that drivers can make informed choices. 
 
For both traffic data and cultural event data, a key aspect that defines its potential 
consumer value is how frequently the information is updated. Traffic data updated 
monthly and referring only to certain roads is useful for traffic engineers and 
individual drivers interested in average patterns. If the same data are updated 
every minute and is fairly comprehensive, the data then become relevant to drivers 
who are trying to map a route in real time. Developing a strategy that balances the 
practical requirements for recursively polling multiple data sources with the needs 
of end users is one goal of the discovery process for the automation specification.  
 
Standards 
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Early advisors to the project expressed concern over the project’s reliance on web 
scraping to acquire much of its raw data. Despite the establishment of strict 
normalization procedures, the accuracy and authority of the resulting data set 
were, some felt, open to question. Ideally, future data collection efforts will draw 
from more easily obtained and better regulated data; however, at this time there 
are no other large-scale resources for harvesting cultural data. Therefore, though 
the team concedes that web scraping is not the ideal methodology for obtaining 
cultural event data, it is the only large-scale option available to us currently. We do, 
however, believe that the amount and reliability of cultural events data published in 
standards-based machine-readable formats on the web—which is now extremely 
limited—will increase in time, reducing our reliance on web scraping. To encourage 
more cultural organizations, aggregators, and ticketing agencies to publish their 
data in consistent and machine-readable formats, we are working with colleagues 
who share our interest in events data standards, including major distributors of 
events information such as Google, to convene a series of live and online 
discussions about the use of the standards and methods for expressing and 
publishing events data and how they might be adopted for use by the culture 
sector.  
 
Linking to Other Data Sets 
The project’s data schema has been deliberately limited to information that is 
consistently found in published sources. However, many of the questions that seem 
to most interest researchers and practitioners who have followed the pilot require 
data that, though not in our project’s data schema, might be acquired through 
linking. Data such as the capacity of venues, for example, would allow the 
measurement of cultural event inventory at a more granular level. Information 
about the for-profit or non-profit status of a presenter would allow us ask questions 
about how cultural production is generated. One goal of the next phase of work is 
to explore ways in which our event dataset can be linked to other open data sets to 
expand its context and usefulness. 
 
Crowdsourcing 
Although we had hoped to discover that nearly all cultural events in our study area 
were available online in some form or another, the pilot research suggests that a 
small but important group of events—usually hyperlocal, or produced for a 
particular and limited segment of the market such as an ethnic community—never 
appear online in any format. Because our goal is a comprehensive database that 
represents the full range of cultural production in a place, capturing such events is 
an important aspect of our work, and we believe that it is likely that we will need to 
develop tools for crowdsourcing in order to include events of this sort. In the next 
round of work, we intend to develop some prototype tools to allow user contribution 
of events, and to work with community centers and perhaps public libraries to think 
about how to encourage local citizens to contribute cultural events to the data set. 
We are excited, in fact, about the prospect of augmenting the data collection 
through crowdsourcing, which we believe is in keeping with the project’s philosophy 
of openness and populism.  
 
IX. Project Team and Acknowledgements 
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The core project team included Project Director and Principal Investigator Susan 
Chun; Research Associate and Field Team Manager Yvonne Lee, a recent MLIS 
graduate of the Graduate School of Education and Information Science at UCLA; 
and Research Director Kate Haley Goldman, Principal at Audience Viewpoints. The 
work was supported by field team members from Information Studies Department 
at UCLA, especially Courtney Dean and Angel Diaz, whose work was supervised by 
Professor Jonathan Furner. Erin Johnson produced the maps that appear in 
appendixes of this report. Bruce Wyman helped to plan and facilitate the February 
summit. Many others have participated in discussions about project methodology, 
suggested sources of event data, and supported the project’s data normalization 
and management efforts, particularly Greg Curtin and Charity Tran from Civic 
Resource Group; Terence McFarland from LA Stage Alliance; Sofia Klatzker from the 
LA County Arts Commission; Charles Flowers and Danielle Brazell from Arts for LA; 
Christine Borgman from UCLA; and many other members of the Los Angeles 
cultural community.  
 
The project would not have been possible without ongoing input and support from 
the Board of Directors of Project Audience, which was supported during the pilot 
period by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation. 
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The material in these Appendixes has been prepared by the project’s Research 
Director, Kate Haley Goldman. The maps in Appendix D were executed by Erin 
Johnson. 
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APPENDIX A: NUMBER AND TIMING OF EVENTS 
 
[TK. Show with and without film. Display as line charts? Review effect of Monday 
gallery/museum closures.] 
 
During the 31-day timespan from December 15, 2012 to January 14, 2013 the field 
team was collecting data, they logged a total of 9,911 unique cultural events 
occurring within LA County.  
 
The greatest share of events took place on the weekend before Christmas, with the 
Sunday before Christmas offering 12% of the total events counted. Discounting the 
week before Christmas, there were, generally speaking, more events on weekends 
than weekdays, but that remained relative to the week, rather than applying 
consistently from week to week. A significantly longer study, taking place over 
several seasons, will be required in order to confirm the patterns described here. 
 
Distribution of Event Dates 

Date 
Number of 
Events Percent (%) 

Saturday 15 December 2012 147 1.5% 
Sunday 16 December 2012 1217 12.3% 
Monday 17 December 2012 965 9.7% 
Tuesday 18 December 2012 1007 10.2% 
Wednesday 19 December 2012 516 5.2% 
Thursday 20 December 2012 550 5.5% 
Friday 21 December 2012 493 5.0% 
Saturday 22 December 2012 509 5.1% 
Sunday 23 December 2012 384 3.9% 
Monday 24 December 2012 234 2.4% 
Tuesday 25 December 2012 415 4.2% 
Wednesday 26 December 2012 199 2.0% 
Thursday 27 December 2012 290 2.9% 
Friday 28 December 2012 447 4.5% 
Saturday 29 December 2012 443 4.5% 
Sunday 30 December 2012 84 0.8% 
Monday 31 December 2012 49 0.5% 
Tuesday 1 January 2013 58 0.6% 
Wednesday 2 January 2013 93 0.9% 
Thursday 3 January 2013 107 1.1% 
Friday 4 January 2013 145 1.5% 



  Page 24 of 34 
 
  

Saturday 5 January 2013 165 1.7% 
Sunday 6 January 2013 62 0.6% 
Monday 7 January 2013 83 0.8% 
Tuesday 8 January 2013 175 1.8% 
Wednesday 9 January 2013 117 1.2% 
Thursday 10 January 2013 136 1.4% 
Friday 11 January 2013 149 1.5% 
Saturday 12 January 2013 215 2.2% 
Sunday 13 January 2013 133 1.3% 
Monday 14 January 2013 102 1.0% 
Tuesday 15 January 2013 73 0.7% 
Missing 149 1.5% 
Total 9911 100.0% 
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APPENDIX B: CATEGORIES OF EVENTS 
 

Type of Event Number of Events 
Film, TV, and Radio 4990 
Visual Arts 2726 
Music 829 
Theater 695 

Festival and Fairs 203 
Unknown 101 
Classes, Workshops, and Camps 89 
Dance 68 
Open Mic/Performance 66 
Foodie 47 
Lecture, Poetry, and Literature 41 
Other 5 
Total 9911 
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APPENDIX C: COST OF EVENTS 
 
Over three-quarters of the events recorded had some sort of cost. These costs 
varied widely, and the actual cost was not recorded. A broad range of costs were 
considered. For instance, an event with a one-drink minimum but no admission 
charge was considered to be an event with a cost. Likewise, if an event at a 
museum was free for members, but had a cost for non-members, it was counted as 
a for-fee event. If a museum was free on only Tuesdays, than all Tuesday events 
were marked as free, the others were marked as having a charge. 
 
Event Price 
 Frequency 

n=9911 
Percent 

(%) 
Cost 7906 79.8% 
Free 1872 18.9% 
Unknown 133 1.3% 
Total 9911 100% 
 
Events vary widely in terms of cost per type, and there is a correlation between 
type and likelihood there is a charge. For instance, over 99% of the film, television 
and radio events had some sort of admission fee. The category with the highest 
percentage of free events was the visual arts, with nearly half of the events in the 
study period offered at no charge.  
 
Event Cost by Type  

Type of Event % Cost % Free % Unknown 
Total 

Events 
Classes, 
Workshops, and 
Camps 66.29% (n=59) 29.21% (n=26) 4.49% (n=4) 

89 

Dance 86.76% (n=59) 10.29% (n=7) 2.94% (n=2) 68 
Festival and 
Fairs 

87.19% 
(n=177) 20.20% (n=41) 4.43% (n=9) 203 

Film, TV, and 
Radio 

99.72% 
(n=4976) 0.56% (n=28) 0.06% (n=3) 4990 

Foodie 78.72% (n=37) 12.77% (n=6) 
10.64% 
(n=5) 47 

Lecture, Poetry, 
and Literature 29.27% (n=12) 70.73% (n=29) 0.00% (n=0) 41 

Music 61.64% 
(n=511) 

37.64% 
(n=312) 0.72% (n=6) 829 

Open 
Mic/Performance 25.76% (n=17) 71.21% (n=47) 3.03% (n=2) 66 

Other 60.00% (n=3) 40.00% (n=2) 0.00% (n=0) 5 

Theater 89.21% 
(n=620) 9.35% (n=65) 

1.58% 
(n=11) 695 
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Visual Arts 52.16% 
(n=1422) 

47.80% 
(n=1303) 0.29% (n=8) 2726 

Unknown 12.87% (n=13) 4.95% (n=5) 
82.18% 
(n=83) 101 

Total 79.77% 
(n=7906) 

18.87% 
(n=1807) 

1.34% 
(n=133) 9911 
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APPENDIX D: GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION OF EVENTS  
 
[TK. Map key and replacement maps. Kate to provide.] 
 
Our initial attempts to understand the geographic distribution of events took the 
form of simple maps that showed clusters of events, color coded by event type, and 
zip code. 
 

  
 
We were interested in analyzing the proximity of cultural events to public 
transportation, and one map version showed all cultural events overlaid onto a map 
that included Metro rail lines. 
 



  Page 29 of 34 
 
  



  Page 30 of 34 
 
  

Selecting a single category of event—here we are looking at Visual Arts events—
allowed us to see clusters of events around key cultural neighborhoods such as 
Downtown L.A., Hollywood, and the Beach Cities. 
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APPENDIX E: SOURCE OF EVENTS 
 
The majority of events—nearly half of those recorded—were sourced from 
newspaper or magazine listings. This was heavily biased by the recording of film 
listings, as can be seen in the table showing Event Source by Type.  
 
[TK. Possibly evaluate down to individual source (or, say, top 10 individual 
sources). Also try to identify events appearing in multiple sources, sources with 
highest number (percentage?) of unique events. Tease out observations about both 
the key sources and the sources/source types representing the long tail.] 
 
Source of Event 
 Frequency 

n=9911 
Percent 
(%)  

Magazine/Newspaper 4828 48.7% 
Website 3684 37.2% 
ExperienceLA.com 1241 12.5% 
LA Weekly 47 0.5% 

Physical Flyer 28 0.3% 
Unknown 83 0.8% 
Total 9911 100% 
 
Event Source by Type  

Type of Event 

% 
Experienc

eLA 
% LA 

Weekly 

%Magazine
/ 

Newspaper 

% 
Physical 

Flyer %Website 
Classes, 
Workshops, and 
Camps 76.4% 1.1% 0.0% 4.5% 18.0% 
Dance 64.7% 0.0% 1.5% 0.0% 33.8% 
Festival and 
Fairs 99.5% 0.0% 0.0% 0.5% 0.0% 
Film, TV, and 
Radio 0.8% 0.0% 96.4% 0.0% 2.8% 
Foodie 39.6% 2.1% 0.0% 0.0% 58.3% 
Lecture, Poetry, 
and Literature 43.9% 7.3% 0.0% 0.0% 48.8% 
Music 7.6% 0.0% 0.0% 2.2% 90.2% 
Open 
Mic/Performance 36.4% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 63.6% 
Other 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 
Theater 30.7% 6.0% 0.0% 0.0% 63.2% 
Visual Arts 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 79.8% 
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Unknown 5.6% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 94.4% 
Total 12.7% 0.5% 49.2% 0.3% 37.3% 
 



  Page 33 of 34 
 
  

APPENDIX F: EVENT VENUES 
 
[TK]  
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APPENDIX G: WALKABILITY OF EVENTS 
 
[TK] 
 


