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I’ve spent a lot of time recently in conversations with people in two sub-sets of our community: artists
and wildlife biologists.  Although they are very different types of people, they share some core traits: a
passion for what they do; an inability to understand why others don’t share that passion; and a sense that
their calling is basically unappreciated by gentiles (i.e. the rest of the world who aren’t biologists or artists).

There are a few ways to react to such concerns.  One is to recognize that, at some level, all of us feel
mis-understood and under-appreciated: that’s simply part of the human condition.

Another is to point out that, while their calling may indeed be un- or under-appreciated, there are few
places in the world more supportive of either wildlife or the arts than Jackson Hole.

A third is to acknowledge that they have a point.  

At a certain level, Jackson Hole does acknowledge the importance of both wildlife and the arts: In
particular, unlike in many other places, local advocates for both wildlife and the arts have already won the
battle of convincing us that their respective passions are integral to our community’s character.

However, it’s also true that Jackson Hole is victim to another fundamental quality of human nature:
taking for granted that which we already have.  On the biology side, the simple fact is that Jackson Hole’s
wildlife resource in unparalleled in the lower 48.  Arguably, it’s also the richest ecosystem in any developed or
semi-developed part of the world.  Yet as evidenced by the controversies over matters ranging from feeding
elk to controlling predators to how much power to give the Natural Resources Technical Advisory Board, we
share no consensus regarding our relationship with wildlife, much less the the value we place on it.

A similar phenomenon exists with the arts.  Part of the problem, of course, lies in the fundamental
nature of art: When it’s hard enough to describe the ineffable how do you share its importance with those
who simply don’t get it?  One possibility is to quantify art; in particular to put a figure on the value of art to the
local economy.  Those who pursue this quantification hope that, by so doing, even those who don’t “get” art
at a visceral level may start to develop some appreciation for its importance to Jackson Hole’s overall
well-being.

Thinking about this, I engaged in a little exercise.  I started with three pieces of economic data from
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics: the number of firms, the number of employees, and total wages paid. 
These figures are available not only for all businesses in America, but at levels of detail including geographic
and industrial sub-sets.  Locally, two categories of arts-related business are large enough to have data
reported on them: “art dealers” and “performing arts companies.”

Before getting into my analysis, a quick caveat.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics collects data on
“covered employees;” i.e. employees of businesses paying unemployment insurance and workman’s comp. 
Self-employed people aren’t picked up by this system, which is a problem not only for Teton County in
general (for over 30 percent of all jobs in Teton County are held by the self-employed, versus 21 percent
nationally and 24 percent statewide), but in the arts in particular, where so many are self-employed.  As with
so much in life, though, we’ll go with the BLS statistics because, while they’re imperfect, they’re the best we
have.

At first blush, the BLS data show that, broadly speaking, the arts aren’t terribly crucial to the local
economy, In fact, as represented by arts dealers and performing arts companies, the arts are downright
trivial: in 2010, the two categories combined to account for just 1.3 percent of Teton County’s employers, 0.8
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percent of our covered jobs, and 0.8 percent of the total wages paid by local employers.  Sorry, arts
community, but numbers is numbers.

But take heart, arts community, for the analysis is only beginning.  Contrast those figures with those
for Wyoming and the U.S. as a whole, and some pretty interesting statistics start to emerge.  For instance, in
Wyoming, art dealers and performing arts companies account for only 0.2 percent of all employers, 0.1
percent of all employees, and 0.1 percent of all wages.  Ditto the nation as a whole.  Do a bit of math, and the
results show that the arts in Jackson Hole account for around 6 times as many employers, employing around
9 times as many employees, and paying around 11 times the amount in salary as is true for the state or
nation.

Do a bit more math, and while Teton County accounts for only around 8 percent of Wyoming’s
businesses, jobs, and wages, we account for roughly two-thirds of all of economic activity created by
Wyoming’s art dealers, and roughly half of that created by the state’s performing arts companies.

Most interesting of all, though, is comparing Jackson Hole to New York City.  Obviously everything
about the human world in New York is orders of magnitude greater than it is in Jackson Hole.  If you correct
for this imbalance, though – whether by calculating per capita figures or the percentage art accounts for of
the total economy – a few things jump out:

• On a per capita basis, Jackson Hole has more art dealers than New York City, and these
dealers hire more workers and pay a greater share of the total wage base than is the case in
New York City.  This is true even if using just Manhattan’s population.

• As a percentage of the community’s total economy, art dealers are more important to Jackson
Hole than they are to New York

• On a per capita basis, Jackson Hole has more performing arts companies than New York City,
and the performing arts are more important to our economy than they are to New York City’s. 
This is only true, however, if using New York City’s entire population – focus just on
Manhattan’s residents, and those per capita figures suggest New York City’s performing arts
economy is the nation’s largest.

• As a percentage of the community’s total economy, the performing arts are more important to
Manhattan’s economy than to Jackson Hole’s, but not by much.

Throw in size, economic multipliers international reputation, and the like, and New York can make a
strong case that there is no city in the world to which the arts are more integral.  However, looking at the few
numbers which allow an “apples-to-apples” comparison between communities (or “Big Apple to crabapples,”
as it were), the arts are at least important to Jackson Hole’s economy as they are to New York’s, if not
significantly more so.  In turn, this suggests that, however much we currently embrace Jackson Hole’s arts
community and culture, from an economic perspective we’ve only just begun to tap into its potential.


