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Research/background 
It’s no secret: Construction sucks. Well, what it builds or fixes is great, but the inconvenience of enduring the process is 
a big fat pain. And if you think it’s bad for shoppers, it’s often worse for business owners. 
  
In a survey and at public meetings, business owners expressed to the City of East Lansing’s Downtown Management 
Board that they were struggling. The DMB, also called Downtown East Lansing, engaged Piper & Gold’s help to build off 
of – and draw attention and traffic to – the popular annual East Lansing Art Festival by turning construction into 
community art. Art EL: A Downtown Takeover was designed as an extension of the festival by activating spaces and 
empowering businesses, driven by the community and its visitors.  
 
As we began building this campaign, our primary research looked at dozens of other city-led and resident-/visitor-led art 
efforts in communities around the world that had beautified construction, ranging from tactics to budgets to results. 
Secondarily, we delved into the research that supports why public art is good for communities. <Spoiler alert: Public art 
is good for downtowns.> 
 
Planning 
The mission of the art festival is to enhance the sense of community and appreciation of art, culture and creativity in 
East Lansing and the greater Lansing region. It also was created to spark interest in downtown East Lansing as a 
premier place to shop. But with the construction challenges firmly in place, there was concern attendance would be 
down this year, as it had been the past two years due to construction. 
 
With a true shoestring budget of $2,000, the city tapped us to come up with a creative but low-effort way to amplify the 
East Lansing Art Festival. Oh, and we had about three weeks. 
 
After some brainstorming and inspiration from other communities, we landed on the notion of #ArtEL, a hard-to-
categorize effort to encourage and empower individual businesses to engage their customer bases in creating public art. 
To make it happen, we worked with the city to temporarily relax rules about installations, and we worked with the city, 
businesses and volunteers to make new and innovative ideas feasible. 
 
The outreach campaign to promote #ArtEL targeted: 

● Existing local audiences and visitors who may be staying away because of construction. 
● Residents. 
● The audiences of the businesses of Downtown EL. This was something new for them to consider — thinking 

about how we amplify THROUGH the businesses for a broader reach than Downtown EL itself had.  
 
Our goals were threefold: 

● Bring people downtown. 
● Engage businesses. 
● Raise visibility for the East Lansing Art Festival. 

 
This campaign was built primarily around social media to activate people to participate in the creation and consumption 
of public art. And the visuals, we knew, were destined to be fantastic. 
 
Execution/creative quality 
Collaboration was at the core of this effort. We created public art opportunities in partnership with developers, city 
construction teams and the Michigan State University Broad Art Lab to beautify the construction materials and turn them 
into art. We also created a logo to reflect that collaboration and provide consistent branding and identification, with the 
colors telling a story: 

● Red: Representing Downtown East Lansing’s local businesses and organizations. 
● Magenta: Magenta is formed where the blue and red overlap and illustrated the collaboration among 

businesses, organizations and residents in this effort. 
● Blue: Representing the residents of East Lansing. 
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● Yellow: Characterizing construction in both color and its road map shape. 
 
We generated ideas, helped coordinate and highlighted a series of seven events and nine installations pulled together to 
engage people in public art and generate excitement for the East Lansing Art Festival, ranging from a Fiber Art Park 
hosted by a local yarn shop to a Pinwheel Field (a favorite of the kids!) outside the downtown Marriott. 
 
We provided business participants with an inspiration guide and placement guide, gave downtown visitors a walking 
map and installed signage to showcase Downtown EL businesses and #ArtEL hosts. 
 
One particular “installation” was the Homegrown Art project — a residential “free pass to make your windows, front 
porch, flag poles, mailboxes and homes into art.” In a college town with highly restrictive regulations surrounding 
buildings and residences, encouraging 25 neighborhoods and 13 square miles of residents to celebrate art and the East 
Lansing Art Festival was a first for community engagement and arts amplification in East Lansing. 
 
This campaign’s biggest challenges were a VERY limited budget — just $2,000 — and the climate of business 
animosity toward the city regarding the construction impact. In just three weeks, we helped overcome that by focusing 
on messaging that emphasized the community impact and supporting the art festival. 
 
Evaluation 
Our original goals were threefold: 

● Bring people downtown. 
● Engage businesses. 
● Raise visibility for the East Lansing Art Festival. 

 
Much of our goal measurement and evaluation came via the social metrics and events we created and tracked.  

● Downtown East Lansing’s Facebook page created seven events reaching 6.6K people and garnering 476 
event responses. 

● Seven different local businesses hosted or co-hosted their own public art events in addition to those 
hosted by Downtown East Lansing and the City of East Lansing. Each event brought people downtown outside 
the art festival dates, and entertained visitors during. 

● 25 neighborhoods spanning 13 square miles of East Lansing were encouraged to get artsy with the 
exteriors, windows and other aspects of their residences in the spirit of #ArtEL and the East Lansing Art 
Festival, raising visibility for the festival itself with thousands of local residents. 

● Consistently, communication emphasized the connection between #ArtEL and the East Lansing Art 
Festival. And though brand confusion is usually a BAD thing in our biz, this is one time we were thrilled to see 
it. Anecdotally, we noticed people didn't seem to know where #ArtEL began and the East Lansing Art Festival 
ended, which we thought spoke to the power of this campaign and its capacity to raise the visibility of the 
festival. 

 
In the end, the community connection and business engagement were evident in their own words: 

• “Best thing I’ve seen on the internet today!” – Social comment 
• “:D 100 I loooooove this!! <3 <3” – Social comment 
• “I would love to make this a yearly tradition. We got so much positive engagement from passerby’s about how 

much they loved the art work. Thank you guys for thinking of this and making it happen! It was great to see so 
much art around the city.” – Audrey Yonkus, Sundance Jewelers 


