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Introduction

In the late days of May, 2021, curiosity arose
on Peabody’s Main Street as passersby
began to see the signs of something different
in a downtown storefront—warm lighting,
comfortable seating, and bold printed letters
reading “What is CultureHouse?”
On June 1st, bistro tables and chairs lined the
sidewalk out front as community members
trickled into the newly-opened CultureHouse
Peabody to find out what the buzz was all
about. Brightly colored art stretched on
canvases of all sizes filled the once-white
walls. Board games and children’s books
lined the shelves that once held shoes
from Jovi, the consignment shop that was
occupying the space.
During our month on Main Street, we
opened our doors to the public—acting
as a community living room and a safe
space to return to public gatherings after
nearly fourteen months of living through a
global pandemic. We hosted events and
collaborated with community members—
sharing our goal of creating a more vibrant
downtown. Through conversations and
observations, we gained invaluable insights

and cultivated an amazing community in
Peabody.
Our deepest gratitude goes to our advisory
group, donors, community partners,
volunteers, and staff who collectively made
this project possible. We are grateful to Emily
Cooper, whose unwavering optimism and
eagerness to make downtown more vibrant
has been a critical driving force in bringing
the CultureHouse concept to Peabody. We
owe a very special thank you to Jennifer
Novia, who graciously allowed us to borrow
her beautiful space at 86 Main Street. Finally,
thank you to the Peabody community and
government for welcoming us into your city
with open minds and supporting the project
in countless ways.
Over the five short weeks we were open to
the public, we observed how the space was
used, opened minds to new ways of using
public space, and gained valuable insight
into needs and potential opportunities in
Peabody. We hope that our findings, analyzed
in this report, will build on current successes
in the city and offer Peabody additional ways
of becoming a more vibrant and lively city!
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Context
Site
Peabody
Peabody is a suburban city on
Massachusetts’ North Shore, located 45
minutes outside Boston and 10 minutes east
of Salem. Before colonization, the area was
long inhabited by the Naumkeag peoples.
The land known as Peabody today was
originally part of the town of Salem. In 1755
the area separated from Salem and became
part of Danvers, where it would later separate
again and incorporate as the independent
town of South Danvers. It was later renamed
Peabody in 1868 in honor of George Peabody,
a well-known businessman who became
known as “the father of modern philanthropy.”

In the 18th Century, the city became a leather
industry hub, with over 90 establishments
dedicated to the production and processing
of leather goods.1 The leather industry was
heavily impacted by the Great Depression
in the 1930s and later by the outsourcing of
labor in the 1970s. Today, Peabody is host to
new economic activities, including Centennial
Industrial Park and the Northshore Mall.
The city includes three main areas: South
Peabody, West Peabody, and downtown.
1 Peabody Historical Society. (2021). Peabody History.

Downtown
The center of downtown Peabody is formed
by the intersection of Foster Street, Main
Street, Central Street, and Lowell Street,
where a large courthouse built in 1978 sits
in the middle of the square. Most of the
buildings downtown are three stories, with
very few above four stories. The installation
of the Peabody mall in the 1950s and the
later shift to online shopping have affected
the local retail market. In more recent years,
Peabody Main Streets, a group that supports
local businesses and the downtown region,
has made an effort to bring energy and
activity back downtown.
86 Main Street

The CultureHouse Peabody pop-up site at
86 Main Street was on the ground floor of a
three-story building built in the 1800s. A nail
salon occupies the neighboring storefront
in the building, and apartments are on the
second and third floors. Before the pop-up, a
consignment store, Jovi, occupied the space.
Due to the pandemic, Jovi transitioned from
a retail storefront to a digital processing
center for several months with the hope of
relaunching in August 2021 under a new
brand and model. After learning of the
10

CultureHouse initiative, the shop owner
identified a period prior to reopening where
the space could be cleared and utilized for
the benefit of the community. The storefront
measures about 1,000 square feet and is long
and narrow, with two large windows looking
out on the middle of Main Street.

There are very few public transportation
options to travel to or around the city. While
the MBTA Route 435 bus passes through
downtown with a stop at Washington St. @
Main St, it takes a very indirect route and
runs infrequently. The bus travels from Lynn
to Salem via the Northshore Mall. While
there is a large regional rail station in Salem,
the bus route turns an 8-minute drive into
a 40-minute bus ride. The length of the trip
makes it an inefficient option for most people
traveling between the cities.
The downtown area is fairly walkable and
somewhat bikeable. There are accessible
sidewalks on Main Street, but pedestrian
signals have a long wait and prioritize vehicle
traffic. There are only non-protected bike
lanes that are poorly marked and end as
soon as you leave downtown, making it
difficult to bike to downtown from other parts
of the city despite its close proximity.

Transportation
The primary mode of transportation for most
Peabody residents is private vehicles, with
the average household owning two vehicles.2
Most people commute by car using various
highways. Within the downtown area, there
is a constant traffic flow of trucks and people
driving to Salem, MA.

Although often full, there are lots of street
parking spots. The city also has off-street
parking in 4 different lots within a 5-minute
walk of 86 Main Street at Wallis Street,
Nichols Lane, Church Street, and Central
Street. While there are plenty of areas
for people to park when street spots are
full, many of the off-street lots are poorly
2 DATAUSA. (2019). Peabody, MA.
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marked, making them difficult for community
members to find. Better signage for off-street
lots and increased public transportation
and biking options would greatly improve
the accessibility for community members
to reach the downtown. A full mobility
study would be an important next step in
determining the best course of action.

House and across the street in front of the
Sports Collectables store.4

Streetscape
Downtown Peabody is a dense community
with walkable sidewalks, ground-level
storefronts, and residential units. Pedestrians
walk the sidewalks throughout the day to
travel through or visit the various storefronts
in the downtown area. The area feels safe
for walking, with easy access to crosswalks
and bumpouts to shorten crossing distances.
This experience, however, is degraded by the
busy main road—a constant stream of people
driving to and from Salem. The traffic creates
a lot of noise and dangerous speeds.
The Main Street remains rich in historical
value and has been able to integrate new
developments while persevering and
highlighting the buildings’ traditional design.
There are numerous storefronts on Main
Street, varying from restaurants to small
grocery markets. However, many community
members expressed that downtown Peabody
needs a permanent place for people to
engage and connect, especially for teens and
multigenerational groups.

Plans for the redesign of Peabody Square.

Colorful picnic benches in the plazas are
occasionally used by community members
in the warmer months but often left empty.
Signs reading “FOR USE BY RESTAURANT
PATRONS ONLY” discourage many from
using these plazas and make them a less
effective public space.

Social infrastructure
In recent years, the City of Peabody has
made improvements to its downtown to
encourage visitors and increase pedestrian
access. In 2012, the city conducted a Main
Street Corridor study to find potential areas
for improvement. The study resulted in a
multi-phase project, including redesigning
Main Street from a four-lane roadway to
a two-lane road with a median strip and
widened sidewalks.3 Two outdoor plazas
were also installed in front of the Court

Activities
Before the Pandemic, Peabody Main Streets
brought community members downtown
through event pop-ups. Pop-ups have
included an ice bar, dining in the street, and
outdoor pub nights. The city also hosted
a longer-term pop-up called the Curious
City Museum, which provided youth and
children’s programming.

3 Vanasse Hangen Brustlin, Inc. (2008) Main Street Corridor Study.
4 Taylor, Rapalyea. (2016). Peabody Downtown Project Completed.
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There are several event spaces in the area.
The Knights of Columbus hosts Bingo
nights on Sundays and Thursdays, drawing
a large crowd each week. The Black Box,
a theater run by Northeast Arc hosts drag
queen shows, dance exhibitions, and theatre
performances. Olio, located on Main Street,
hosts weddings, galas, and other private
events.

makeup of businesses downtown. Due to
current zoning and building regulations,
businesses offering more unique services
often must obtain “special permits” before
opening, delaying timelines. Businesses
we spoke with also described challenges
with obtaining entertainment and additional
licenses for their storefront spaces.
Public spaces
The Peabody Institute Library provides
several invaluable resources for the
community. Their building includes a public
maker space, a teen room, and a library of
non-book items to borrow. Unfortunately,
the pandemic and budget cuts dramatically
impacted their ability to stay open and
support local community members. After
reopening in April of 2021, they began
rebuilding their staff and have offered some
outdoor programs.

Most people come downtown for servicebased businesses such as nail or hair salons,
barbershops, or take-out food. Visitors tend
to park on Main Street and then leave. With
limited everyday attractions, places for sitting,
or things to do, most people spend little time
in the area. In general, the downtown area
lacks “stickiness,” a term used to describe
activities that support people to “stick”
around the area for more extended periods of
time.
Businesses

Photo courtesy of Peabody Cultural Colloborative.

Most businesses and restaurants are
located on Main Street and the side streets
surrounding the square. Several promising
new businesses opened in the last few
years, including The NexMex Thing, Breaking
Grounds, Create & Escape, and Granite
Coast Brewery—indicating interest from local
entrepreneurs to invest in the downtown.
Despite this, there are still very few retail
businesses on the street, further contributing
to people spending less time there.

Leather City Common and Veterans Memorial
Park are two other main pieces of social
infrastructure downtown. There is a Sunday
night live music series in Leather City
Common every year from July through
August. Local organizations and businesses
can also apply for a permit to use the parks
for events. In the summer months, the
Peabody Rec and Parks department uses the
parks for youth sports and outdoor activities
during the day. Unfortunately, due to the
limited space, these activities often restrict
the use of the parks for others, providing

Nail salons and barbershops dominate the
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few alternatives for families and community
members who want to gather more
informally.
Social services
Downtown is home to some of Peabody’s
most notable social services. Northeast Arc is
a nonprofit organization that provides various
services to individuals with developmental
disabilities, empowering them to reach their
full potential. Breaking Grounds, a small
coffee shop on Main Street, acts as a work
training program for members of the Arc.
Another program of Northeast Arc, Arcworks,
is a community art center that offers a variety
of unique creative programs from chair
caning to fine art and design.
Citizens Inn on Main Street works to combat
hunger and homelessness in Peabody. They
provide shelter to community members
struggling with homelessness or addiction
and also offer multiple free food programs.
In addition, the office for Peabody’s Women,
Infants, and Children program is also located
on Main Street. Despite the everyday use and
demand for these social programs, Peabody
remains one of the only cities on the North
Shore that does not have its own mental
health crisis line.

Demographics
The city of Peabody is predominantly white,
with the four largest ethnic groups being
82.7% white (non-Hispanic), 7.17% white
(Hispanic), 3.8% Black or African American,
and 2.7% mixed-race. Out of the population
of about 51,251 persons, two thirds of the
population owns their home. The median
household income of Peabody ($73,217)
is lower than the overall average median
income of Essex County ($79,263).5
Observations
The activity patterns on Main Street
demonstrate some of the current ways
community members are using the city.
While cars dominate the makeup of traffic
moving through the neighborhood, we
saw more pedestrian traffic than expected
compared to the perception of community
members we talked to before collecting
data. During 10 minute intervals taken on
afternoons in April through May of 2021,
an average of 9 people passed by on
the street—nearly 1 person per minute.
During these daytime hours, 58% percent
of pedestrians observed on the sidewalk
before opening were perceived as women,
indicating that the street felt safe during
these hours.6

Neighborhood
Description
The downtown area is located within the
Foster/Walnut Street sub-district. The subdistrict encompasses the Walnut Street,
Main Street, and Foster Street frontage. Both
streets have similar characteristics in terms
of the pattern of buildings, parking, land
uses, and the pedestrian environment. Most
of the land use within downtown Peabody is
for residential and commercial zoning uses.
The district aims to design for the historic
preservation and aesthetic appeal of the
buildings.

Pedestrians on Main Street
58% – women
44% – BIPOC
88% – aged 40 and under
f

Our demographic observational counts
recorded 44% of visitors to the street being
BIPOC, nearly 4 times the percentage of
BIPOC people in the city according to U.S.
Census data. Looking at age, only 12% of
people walking on the street were over the
age of 40, compared to the city’s overall

5 U.S. Census. (2019). Quick Facts Peabody, MA.
6 Observational data is based on identity perceptions, not an individual’s understanding of their own identity.

14

population of 54% in this age group.
While pedestrian traffic was present, it was
low. Most pedestrians walked to a single
destination and then left. We observed
very little activity on Main Street outside of
pedestrians and car traffic. During a 2 hour
collection period on the weekend, we didn’t
see a single person sitting anywhere along
the street.

Most people on bikes we saw in the
downtown Main Street area used the
sidewalk instead of the street, indicating the
road was a less safe or comfortable place
to ride bikes. 75% of cyclists observed were
below the age of 20. The lack of activities to
do downtown, safe bike lanes, and high car
traffic impede a more vibrant downtown area.
However, the existing pedestrian traffic is a
good sign that creative interventions to keep
people in the area can transform how the
downtown is perceived and used.
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Pop-up
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Pop-up
Envisioning a new space for
the city
Downtown Peabody is filled with potential
and could be a thriving and bustling
downtown. Currently, few opportunities
exist in the city for community members
to participate in informal arts and cultural
activities. Besides events, parks are
underutilized, and most people use Main
Street as a driving thoroughfare instead of a
place to spend time. Emily, a resident within
walking distance to the downtown area,
reached out to CultureHouse in 2017 with
a desire to support downtown initiatives by
creating a public space that could provide
a place to gather, participate in the arts,
and encourage people to spend more time
downtown. As an organization outside of the
community, we brought together an advisory
group of local leaders to develop the vision.
We launched a crowdfunding campaign
hosted on Patronicity, raising over $10,000
from 89 supporters. Mass Development
matched the campaign with $10,000, and we
secured additional funding from the Eastern
Bank, Mass Cultural Council, the Sarah G.
McCarthy Family Foundation, and the Barr
Foundation.
In the project’s early days, we heard
community perceptions that downtown
Peabody wasn’t ready for such a project.
A community member said, “People won’t
come down and walk there.” However,
throughout our time getting to know
Peabody, we quickly saw that the city
had many existing conditions to create a
vibrant downtown. We noticed how the
city’s sidewalks and recent improvements
to the streetscape provided new space
for pedestrians and strollers. We were
further encouraged by meetings with city
leaders and community members who
spoke passionately about their interest

in the downtown area’s success. The
CultureHouse Peabody pop-up provided a
unique opportunity to experiment with what
might be possible and gather feedback from
community members.

Design
Interior
At 86 Main Street, we transformed 1,000
square feet of retail space into a public
living room. Visitors described CultureHouse
Peabody as a “bright and welcoming” space
where you could “share your skills” and “meet
nice people.” Visitors to the pop-up said they
enjoyed “making art in the community and
having a place to hang out.”
As with most of our CultureHouse spaces,
the Peabody space was a multi-functional
environment that hosted all types of
programming. To support this need, we used
highly adaptable, modular, and movable
furniture throughout the storefront. Given the
long, narrow shape of the space, we decided
to break it up into three different activity
zones.

The front became the welcome area where
visitors could enter and relax in several
lounge chairs. We designed this space to be
an inviting view from the large windows in the
front of the building. We hung paper lanterns
above the lounge chairs on either side of the
front door to create an eye-catching, warm
glow from inside the windows. Hanging
plants and signage framed each window,
18

and a custom-fit bay window seating area
encouraged visitors to linger and attracted
attention from outside.
The middle section was a general working
area. We built tables from plywood and
paired them with lightweight chairs. The
tables and chairs were highly movable to
be placed in various formations for different
programmatic uses. We transformed
an unfinished wall in the space into a
chalkboard wall by temporarily screwing in
large chalkboard-painted boards. It served
as a photo background and prompt board
to invite community members to write
responses to questions. Lastly, the section
in the back of the storefront became the
play and performance space. We kept
high-level activities towards the back to
limit distractions from the rest of the space.
This area was perfect for hosting events
and performances. We placed a large 4’x8’
plywood table surrounded by stools in this
area. The surface was used for ping pong
games, arts and crafts, and workshops
and could be folded and put away to clear
the space for a performance. We built a
small stage platform in front of an existing
decorative brick wall that served as a perfect
backdrop for musicians and performers.
Spotlights and large planters framed the
stage.

prompting people to text their thoughts and
encouraging people to come into the space.

Our most effective method of sidewalk
activation demonstrates that simple
ideas can have the biggest impact. No
one could have imagined that a bubble
machine (with the initial goal of attracting
children to the space) would be so
energizing on an otherwise inactive
sidewalk. Nevertheless, countless
passersby of all ages danced through
masses of bubbles and chased them
down the sidewalk.
When the bubble machine was inactive,
drivers in the consistent stream of traffic
stared straight ahead, awaiting the goahead from the traffic light to continue to
their destinations. One flip of a switch and
drivers swiveled their heads, searching
for the source as hundreds of bubbles
floated by their cars in every direction.
People who typically use this street as
a direct route to neighboring cities were
finally taking a look around… because who
can resist bubbles.
f

Residents and businesses provided
additional items to embellish the space. On
our opening day, Maria from Maria’s Flowers
& Gifts brought over a bouquet for the front
table, and Wendy from Create & Escape
made a custom Peabody sign.
Sidewalk activation
Activating the front window and outdoor
space proved essential to attracting
pedestrians and drivers. Aside from simple
lettering on the windows and a flyer of
that week’s events, we kept the windows
translucent to give people a clear view of
what the space had to offer. A local artist,
Asia Scudder, created a one-week interactive
art installation on one of our front windows

To create “stickiness,” we lined our sidewalk
with small bistro tables and chairs,
maintaining a 5-foot distance between the
furniture and our entrance in compliance with
accessibility guidelines. Although community
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members rarely used the tables and chairs,
the furniture out front acted as a bright, eyecatching invitation to passersby to come
in and find out about the space. An “open”
flag—soon replaced by our CultureHouse
flag—flew out front to the left of our entrance.
After hosting a NAGLY (North Shore Alliance
of GLBTQ Youth) resource table in the space
in celebration of Pride Month, a rainbow Pride
flag joined our custom flag in drawing the
attention of visitors.

Top 3 ways of hearing about CultureHouse
Peabody
48% – event or program
27% – invitation from a friend
12% – walking by
f

Non-transactional space

Recognizing the success of sidewalk
activation, we adjusted some of our
programming to take place in front of our
space. During an art workshop, Pasquale
Minichillo Jr. (from our neighboring Main
Street business Create & Escape) set up a
table with easels and paints. He encouraged
participants to paint their interpretations of
the Main Street landscape in front of them.
Many passersby stopped at the table to see
what was going on and ask questions about
the pop-up.

CultureHouse hosts greeted passersby on
the sidewalk as they lingered out front or as
they walked in the door, briefly explaining the
pop-up’s purpose, showing them around, and
encouraging them to use the space however
they’d like. These visitors typically walked
around the perimeter admiring the latest
art gallery, glanced at our bulletin board of
local events, grabbed a flyer for the current
week’s programming, and made their way
back onto Main Street only having stayed for
a few minutes. A few locals became regulars,
frequently participating in our programming
and creating special bonds with our team
through countless interactions.

It was surreal to have this kind of flexible,
creative community space on Main Street
and a reason to linger. It was amazing to
feel, just for a moment, what it could be
like to spend more time on the downtown
strip—that it could be a cool hangout in
the future.
—Pop-up survey response

Uses
f

Our free-of-cost public living room model
is an unusual and often foreign concept for
people to grasp. While more than half of the
visitors to CultureHouse Peabody came for
an event, some came simply to learn about
the space, check out the latest art gallery, or
chat with our hosts about what was going on
that week.

Early conversations highlighted the lack of a
central resource to find out about upcoming
events in the city. Serving as a community
kiosk of sorts, we hung a large bulletin board
that read, “What’s happening in Peabody?”
and encouraged local businesses to hang
business cards and flyers of upcoming
events. We also promoted our neighboring
20

Main Street businesses whenever we had the
chance.

drawing attention and bringing new visitors
into the space.

Programming
Over the month that CultureHouse Peabody
was open, we hosted a total of 46 events. We
collaborated with local community members
on 35 of these events, making up 76% of all
CultureHouse Peabody programming. These
collaborations supported local artists and
businesses, established new partnerships,
and boosted visitor traffic to the pop-up as
our partners shared and promoted our events
to wider audiences.

We paid out over $2,000 to our
programming partners.
f

95% of visitors who filled out the survey
stayed at CultureHouse Peabody for an hour
or longer, reflecting that even those who
didn’t initially come for an event ended up
staying and participating in programming.
Each day we were open, we hosted at least
one event in the space. The most popular
events occurred on Saturday mornings and
evenings. On Wednesdays and Thursdays
when there was less foot traffic to the space,
attendance seemed to directly correlate with
the program partner’s efforts to promote the
event through their own channels.
Programming that encouraged interaction
and collaboration between attendees was
more popular than passive programming.
We found that events helped to build
relationships between members of the
community. 83% of visitors and 87% of
partners said they made a new connection
while at CultureHouse. Passersby were more
likely to enter the pop-up while an event
took place, indicating that comfort levels
were higher when others were already inside
the space. Overlapping multiple different
programs was particularly effective in

I loved the space, the artists I met, the
collaborations, the opportunities for
performing arts and art in general.
—Performing artist

f

Gallery showings
We transformed our walls into an art
gallery—rotating new featured artists weekly.
For many of our artists, this was the first
opportunity to have their work hung in a
public space.

Seeing my art in a legitimate area where
people can come and touch it and see the
quality was a different feeling. Regardless
of whether people bought anything
or contacted me after, it helped with
confidence.
—Jennifer Abbott

f

In addition to hanging the art of four
local artists, we showcased the art of
students from Peabody Veterans Memorial
High School and members of Arcworks
Community Art Center. High School students
and their parents regularly came into the
space to find their fine art, photography, and
sculpture pieces displayed. They learned
about the space, took photos with their work,
and left with a sense of well-deserved pride
and new connectedness to the downtown
community.
Art workshops
CultureHouse Peabody hosted 10 art
workshops throughout the month, 90%
of which were run by local community
members. Some of our most well-attended
21

programs, art workshops offered attendees a
chance to channel their creativity and learn a
new art form or technique. Many workshops
encouraged people of all artistic levels
and experiences to collaborate—allowing
them to engage with new people from their
community. On many occasions, pedestrians
who peered through the glass storefront or
danced in the bubbles joined in on these
workshops.

wellness workshops in Peabody. The yoga
and reiki workshops were offered to all skill
levels, providing small intimate sessions
where attendees could learn something
new and practice new mindfulness and
relaxation techniques. During one of our reiki
workshops, an attendee contributed to the
teaching by translating parts of the lecture
into American sign language.

One local artist led a workshop teaching the
history of the monochromatic wooden art
pieces of famous sculptor Louise Nevelson.
Attendees were encouraged to bring in small
objects from home to create their portion
of the sculpture on the back of a canvas. At
the end of the workshop, all the participants
put together their pieces, forming a larger
collaborative art sculpture.

Oh my god, that was sooo cool!
—A friend to another friend after the
herbalism and yoga workshop

f

Live entertainment
Among the most popular workshops was a
“Create your own mug and card” workshop
run by a member of our advisory board,
Ritamarie Cavicchio. Visitors who came
into the space for the meditative drawing
workshop earlier that day decided to stay a
few more hours to tie-dye a bandana and
then make their own mug using Rita’s Cricut
machine. These events further showed the
success of overlapping events in keeping
visitors in the space for extended periods.
Wellness workshops
Partnering with local yoga instructors, a
reiki teacher, and a life coach, we hosted 5

Live entertainment made up the most
successful programming at CultureHouse
Peabody. Over five weeks, we hosted 9
events ranging from live music to poetry
performances. Live music was a huge draw
for attendees and equally sought after by
musicians yearning to play a set for the
first time since the pandemic’s beginning.
Saturday nights were our most well-attended
nights for events throughout the month,
while Friday nights were much less popular.
For many Saturday events, we sold out
online and what little room was left to reach
capacity was quickly filled with walk-ins
from Main Street or friends of attendees who
couldn’t reserve spots online.
22

Pop-up shops
Throughout the month, we hosted pop-up
shops each week, showcasing 9 local artists
and small businesses. Taking advantage of
the flexibility of our space, we tested out
different floor plans—activating the front area
near the windows and creating a ‘U’ formation
with tables lining the sides and center of the
space. Creating a small market with 2 or 3
shops brought audiences from each artist’s
following into the space, cross-promoting
their businesses and engaging the downtown
community in a new way.

[CultureHouse] provided an intimate
space to test out new musical material to
an audience in a space that felt laid back
and supportive.

I learned a new skill at the workshop,
and the pop-up allowed me to try an inperson event for free.
—Pop-up shop owner

—Performing musician
f

f

In collaboration with Dencity, Michelle La
Poetica hosted three creative writing and
open mic events. During these programs,
attendees were given creative writing
prompts and encouraged to interpret them
by writing or drawing something in response.
Participants then had the opportunity to
share their personal pieces on our small
stage. Michelle’s events transformed the
pop-up into an intimate and vulnerable
healing space, encouraging honest reflection
and emotional responses from attendees.
Creating this level of comfort allowed people
to connect on a deep level with others who
were strangers just hours before.

Who would have thought we were gonna
walk into CultureHouse tonight one thing,
but we are all walking out of here magical
unicorns or some sh*t!

Two shop owners from our Creative
Collective pop-up market kept their tables
open four hours later than planned in order to
stay through the live entertainment that night.
As a result, they created new connections,
got exposure to their businesses, and even
participated in the Dencity creative writing
and open mic share. Although the attendance
and sales were not always high, the shop
owners vocalized their excitement about the
opportunity and new networks they created.
For example, after participating in the open
mic, one shop owner said, “I feel really good, I
didn’t sell a lot, but I feel really good!”

It was a wonderful platform for me, as it
was my first pop-up exhibition! The space
was very welcoming, and the people were
super nice!
—Megan McCombs, owner of
HalfSkyDesigns

—Michelle La Poetica
f

During our final week open, the shelves
f
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that had previously held games and
plants transformed into a week-long popup shop featuring two local artists. The
display resulted in more sales than during
the originally planned 4-hour pop-up. The
extended installation gave shops more
visibility while allowing visitors to browse
more casually with less pressure to interact
with shop owners.

Book reading
One sunny afternoon, local author Jacky
Ankeles came in to check out the space.
After looking around and hearing a bit about
CultureHouse, she expressed interest in
performing a book reading of her recently
published book, Notes from the Rock-Chair.
Within minutes, we scheduled a date and
time for the following week.

members gathered around the stage and
listened as Jacky read aloud from her book.
Teen skill night
Early conversations with residents of
Peabody identified the need for a space
for teens in their city. A survey of Peabody
Veterans Memorial High School students
showed a shared desire among students for
the freedom to be loud, play games, and
hang out with their friends without adults.
A high school teacher connected us with
a few students who were interested and
some found the space on their own. A teen
interested in animation reached out to us
so we brought them in to help lead a teen
skillshare event.
The attendees were really shy at the start of
the night, but after some introductions and
the initial conversation, everyone found a
skill they could share with the group. After
the skillshare, 100% of the teens who came
stayed after the event to play ping pong and
hang out. We invited the teens to play their
music selections over the speaker, draw,
chat, and play games.

I hope this becomes a permanent fixture
of downtown.
—Book reading attendee

f

As we rearranged our chairs and stage for
the event, Jacky said, “This is my first book
reading. I came into the space to check it
out, and I said this is the kind of space I could
do this in. It feels intimate and comfortable.”
When it came time for the event to begin,
13 excited fans, friends, and community

What didn’t work
The popularity of some of our programming
confirmed clear desires and needs within
the Peabody community. However,
acknowledging the less successful programs
is crucial in understanding the full scope of
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the community’s needs.

Visitors

Coworking

Traffic

Although many community members worked
from home during the previous fourteen
months, co-working hours became some
of our least popular programming. The
individuals who utilized this time came from
surrounding cities such as Lynn and Salem to
get some work done alongside their peers.
It’s important to note that the unpopularity of
this particular programming may have been a
matter of marketing reach, timing, or comfort
levels with space-sharing amidst Covid-19
concerns.
Dropping in to hang out
While many visitors stopped by to check out
the space outside of programming hours,
only a handful used the space to hang
out casually. Instead, people consistently
came in to see the art display and hear
about the space but didn’t stay in the space
for extended periods without dynamic
programming.
Movie nights
We hosted two movie nights on Friday
evenings throughout the month, featuring
a family-friendly film and a drama.
Unfortunately, both of these events had very
low or no attendance. The unpopularity could
reflect the low level of activity we observed
on Friday nights or the proximity to a large
movie theater at the nearby mall.

CultureHouse Peabody had 440 visitors
throughout the month-long pop-up. We were
open Wednesday through Sunday for 8–10
hours a day, depending on the day of the
week and the programming schedule. One
week, we hosted a children’s art workshop
on a Monday afternoon to determine the
need for activity at the beginning of the week,
but it was unsuccessful in drawing residents
downtown. Saturdays were the most popular
day of the week—our busiest day was our
last Saturday open, July 3rd. The busiest time
was from 6 pm to 8 pm, reflective of our most
popular programming; live entertainment.
In the early afternoon, foot traffic downtown
tended to be slower, presumably due to
weekday work routines and warm weather
activities on weekends like going to the
beach.

By the numbers
38 – visitors on the busiest day
6pm–8pm – busiest time of day
95% – stayed longer than an hour
f

Demographics
CultureHouse Peabody proved to be an
inclusive space across age, gender, and race.
While we were open, we saw a much higher
representation of the over-40 age group than
in pre-opening observations in the area. The
increased older population visiting the space
reflected the pop-up’s success in creating an
intergenerational space for the community.
The pop-up attracted and engaged people in
the area across different racial backgrounds.
According to U.S. Census data, the city of
Peabody is about 9% BIPOC community
members. Comparing this number to the
25% representation of BIPOC community
members visiting the pop-up we saw three
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times the representation of BIPOC people
in the space than in the city as a whole.
Pre-opening demographic observations
showed an even higher percentage of BIPOC
individuals using Main Street, indicating that
we didn’t engage the full representation of
BIPOC pedestrians downtown.

Grounds, which has been on the street for
nearly five years and has had press coverage
in nearly every local newspaper. We found
that utilizing our partner’s networks to
promote their events proved to be the most
effective way to boost attendance at the popup. However, a consolidated city-wide events
calendar would increase visibility for local
businesses and draw larger crowds to events
in the future.

Increase in representation at CultureHouse
in comparison to U.S. Census Data
3x – visitors over 40
3x – BIPOC visitors
2x – Black/African American visitors
f

Comparing this Census data to our survey
data from pop-up visitors shows that the
racial breakdown of the BIPOC visitors to the
space was also more diverse than the city
of Peabody as a whole. The percentage of
Black/African American visitors to the space
was double that of the representation in
Peabody. These increases are reflective of
the audience drawn downtown as well as
the area’s close proximity to Salem, a city
with double the Black/African American
population of Peabody.

Challenges
Advertising
We often heard from local community
members, “I didn’t even know this was here”
or “I wish I had known about this sooner.”
The lack of an events calendar in Peabody
contributed to the challenge of advertising
events outside of our existing network.
Instead, we relied on flyering to neighboring
businesses, sharing events on Facebook
pages, and word of mouth to expand our
reach to the community.
Despite these efforts, some of our events had
very low attendance or had no one attend at
all. We heard similar challenges expressed
by local businesses, including Breaking

Demographic reach
Before opening the pop-up, we developed
a network of community members, artists,
changemakers, and other leading forces
within Peabody. The city’s majority-white
population and their representation in these
leadership roles contributed to the challenge
we experienced trying to reach and attract
the BIPOC community. Unfortunately, we
did not have any bilingual staff and were not
able to draw any multilingual volunteers to
host the space. As a result, despite having
CultureHouse information translated into
Spanish and Portuguese on signs and
informational cards, we did not see a sizable
non-English speaking group visit the pop-up.
The lack of central online or physical space
to host a list of happenings in Peabody likely
contributed to the challenge of reaching
these groups.
Building trust and changing behavioral
patterns across demographics within a city
takes time. Without a diverse core network,
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having the pop-up there for just 33 days
allowed little time to gain the trust of all the
demographic groups in Peabody. However,
we found that events run by BIPOC people
were more likely to draw in a diverse group
of visitors, further reflecting the importance
of inclusivity in leadership roles in the
community.

Engaging leaders from different
demographic groups was an important
lesson we learned during the pop-up and
one that has implications for other groups
doing organizing work in the city. At the
meetings we attended, we noticed that
many downtown businesses had established
relationships with one another, but a
significant number of businesses were not
represented. Developing a more unified
front among businesses—inclusive of every
race and ethnicity represented in downtown
Peabody—will drive more action for positive
change.
Perspectives on vibrancy downtown
Misconceptions of what is possible can often
be one of the most challenging facets of a
project. Some of the common themes we
heard were that parking is impossible, foot
traffic is nonexistent, and there are many
other places people would rather go. We
found these perceptions were not always in
line with what we observed and experienced.
Businesses and residents alike often share
these misconceptions—creating barriers to

reimagining the future of Peabody. Many
community members are hesitant to believe
that their city can have a lively downtown
because they have yet to see it done.
Downtown Peabody’s lack of business
diversification, particularly “sticky” businesses,
has contributed to a shared feeling of neglect
among Main Street business owners. While
locals share their desire for a more vibrant
downtown, many remain less than hopeful,
recalling past challenges and barriers they’ve
had to overcome with the city.
CultureHouse Peabody was born after one
of the most devastating years in modern
history. COVID-19 triggered widespread
health and safety concerns and forced
people to halt their regular routines and
isolate themselves from their loved ones. The
pandemic also had a devastating impact on
local economies, businesses, and downtown
improvements. These changes greatly
influenced our research and fundings on
downtown uses and community needs.
On May 30th, just two days before our popup opened, the restrictions that had been in
place for the previous fourteen months were
lifted—allowing people to return to some sort
of normalcy. The transition back into society
was justifiably more challenging for some
individuals than others. As people hesitantly
began to reintegrate into their community,
CultureHouse Peabody served as a safe
and unique space for them to spend time.
However, it was hard to pinpoint how much
the pandemic either increased or decreased
activity and engagement with the pop-up.
We took on several initiatives to support the
city’s population in fighting the pandemic,
including posting signs and fact sheets in
multiple languages to help educate locals
about the vaccine in collaboration with the
North Shore Safe Summer Campaign.
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Impacts
The CultureHouse Peabody pop-up had
several impacts on the community. We have
summarized the key impacts of the project
into four main categories: providing a hub for
businesses and entrepreneurs, supporting
artists, empowering teens, and improving
downtown vibrancy. The pop-up served
as a testing ground for ideas that can be
applied to the wider city of Peabody as a
whole, a long-term community space, and as
adaptations for individual businesses.

have access to the downtown to help expand
the market.

Providing a hub
for businesses and
entrepreneurs
CultureHouse Peabody provided an open
forum to discuss issues and strategize new
ways to create a more economically thriving
downtown. Local business owners and
workers frequented the pop-up, discussing
that week’s happenings or the latest business
meetings with our hosts. While many Main
Street business owners maintained optimism
about what Peabody could become, the
perceived lack of support from the city acted
as a reminder of the uncertain future of
downtown.
Providing the space for business leaders to
meet up downtown and share their ideas and
frustrations created a space to brainstorm
solutions. The activations we installed
also served as a direct demonstration and
inspiration for using downtown Main Street
space differently. One local business has
already begun implementing tactics used at
CultureHouse to activate their own storefront
further and draw in new visitors.
Through offering space in the storefront for
non-brick-and-mortar pop-up shops to set
up their wares on Saturdays, we also brought
in entrepreneurs that might not traditionally

Opportunity
Businesses downtown have the opportunity
to attract new traffic by maintaining dynamic
storefronts. Active sidewalks and outdoor
installations can change patterns and
behaviors in the area. During the pop-up,
the bubble machine inspired people on the
street to dance through the bubbles and
outdoor activities got people to linger on the
street and start conversations.
Temporary activations like these have already
demonstrated a positive response from
community members. Cultivating a culture of
rotating street displays could inspire friendly
competition among business owners to
attract new clientele from passersby. With
more businesses working together and
challenging each other to keep their section
of the street active, the downtown business
community could reach a more significant
percentage of the area’s population.
Encouraging collaborations between
businesses through a network of coupon
benefits and overlapping programming
between stores would also help to increase
the “stickiness” of the area—encouraging
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people to stay for longer.
The success of the downtown economy
depends on both formal and informal
interactions between business leaders and
city representatives. Public community
spaces like CultureHouse Peabody provide
the space to build and strengthen these
relationships—creating connections that
spur solutions to shared challenges.
Conversations about licensing and permits
often came up for business owners. The
city of Peabody could use opportunities for
gathering with business representatives to
solicit feedback on improving businesses’
onboarding and licensing processes.

artists to show their artwork in the context
of their community. Many artists and small
businesses in Peabody have become
accustomed to traveling to neighboring
cities to access the lively arts scene and take
advantage of opportunities that Peabody’s
social infrastructure lacks. We found that
while 60% of the artists we partnered with
have had exhibition and/or performing
opportunities on the North Shore similar to
those offered at the CultureHouse pop-up,
only 20% had similar opportunities here in
Peabody.

It was my first real platform for both
[visual] art and music. I’d never displayed
in the North Shore before, and had yet to
perform as well. It felt incredible to have a
moment to shine in my hometown!
—Local artist

f

Downtown programs could include hosting
entrepreneur happy hours, panel discussions,
and workshops to bring stakeholders
together. When hosting events, translating
materials into multiple languages and
having multilingual staff would help ensure
programs are cross-cultural and inclusive.
Existing businesses could also create
space for pop-up shops in their storefronts.
Temporary opportunities like these would
highlight small businesses and artists from
the community while creating mutually
beneficial cross-promotion.

Supporting artists
CultureHouse Peabody supported the
creative economy by providing a unique
opportunity for emerging and established

The musicians who visited the pop-up,
in particular, were excited to have the
opportunity to perform—many of whom were
on a stage for the first time in years. Providing
free opportunities for artists to create, display,
or perform their work allowed artists of all
ages and experience levels to showcase
their talent within their community—gaining a
sense of pride in their art and city.
Opportunity
The success of art observed inside the
pop-up is a microcosm of what could be
applied to the city of Peabody on a wider
scale. Inside the storefront, art on the walls
helped to create an attractive and engaging
environment for people to explore and
spend time. The city of Peabody could
create a similar effect for the downtown area
by installing additional public art murals.
The existing painted electrical boxes show
a glimpse into this possibility. Extending
initiatives like this through employing local
artists would help attract more people to
the area and give the city a chance to show
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off its local talent. A program that worked
well in Arlington, has been to incentivize
and allow artists to hang work in vacant or
inactive storefronts downtown. The program
effectively turned the whole street into a
gallery destination for locals and tourists
alike.

During the pop-up, we heard a clear demand
from artists to have multiple easy locations
to set up and book opportunities to perform
or share their artwork or event. This could
be provided through a community center
location or at existing local businesses.
Restaurants and businesses in the city
could provide free rotating gallery space
and host live music. The city of Peabody
could grow its tourism economy by lowering
barriers to entertainment licenses and
providing incentives for businesses to host
programming in collaboration with local
artists. Opportunities for emerging artists
to perform and share their work are an
important catalyst for showing the potential
for art careers and creating a sustainable
creative economy in the region. Live
music and art also draws the attention of
surrounding towns and expands the market
of potential shoppers and restaurant-goers
coming to the area.

Empowering teens
Early conversations identified the need for
a space for teens in Peabody. Through our

high school art gallery and teen skillshare, we
provided Peabody youth with the opportunity
to see their work displayed in a public setting
and share their skills with peers. Those who
visited the space left with a new sense of
pride and connectedness to their community,
perhaps even the beginning of new
friendships. At the end of the teen skillshare
night, one attendee said to their mother,
“That was amazing!! When can we go back?”

Opportunity
With few existing opportunities for teens in
Peabody, a space centering the teenage
population would create a more active
downtown. At this critical age in human
development, third spaces contribute a place
for young people to find belonging and a
sense of ownership in their community. They
also offer a safe, engaging, and constructive
place to spend their time and energy. The
center would provide a space to showcase
their passions, develop their unique talents,
collaborate, and socialize with peers. Teens
could take leadership roles in coordinating
events and programs for the center and the
city of Peabody could become known for
developing young leaders who have a wider
impact on the North Shore.

Improving downtown
vibrancy
During June, CultureHouse Peabody
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demonstrated new possibilities for Main
Street. Even when people didn’t enter the
storefront, they would often slow down in
front of the building to read the signs on
the windows. After entering, peoples’ first
reaction was often to comment on how the
space looked or felt. “I love the vibe, and
the feel of this space,” said an attendee of
one of the workshops we hosted. The space
helped to develop a sense of local identity
for residents of the city. One visitor remarked,
“I enjoyed seeing something creative in my
city.”

In the brief period we were open, we saw
new visitors learn about adjacent businesses.
One of the attendees at a book reading event
said, “I just went across the street to get a
beer. Now I am here. This is great!” These
casual and spontaneous interactions are
vital for developing economically thriving
downtowns. Foot traffic across the street
makes car traffic slow down, creating a
safer street and encouraging people to stop
downtown. These small interactions and
incidents create a feeling of comfort and start
a feedback loop of engagement.
Opportunity

Towards the end of June, a shooting
happened on Main Street in Peabody in
front of two currently vacant storefronts.
Jane Jacobs, a well-known activist and
author of The Death and Life of Great
American Cities has studied how crime
rates are much lower in areas with vibrant
public life because criminal activity is less
likely to occur when others are watching.
This concept is known as “eyes of the
street.” Increasing pedestrian traffic in
downtown Peabody could help increase
participation in public life, thus making the
area safer and reducing crime.
f

Although we focused the project’s scope
on the storefront and sidewalk outside, the
project helped to start shifting narratives and
perceptions of downtown and what it can
look, sound, and feel like. Before opening
the pop-up, we conducted a survey to
community members asking how they felt
about the area. Favorable opinions of the area
increased from 17% to 77% after visiting the
CultureHouse Peabody pop-up.

Low-cost, high-impact adaptations can
help build a thriving downtown in Peabody.
In particular, stakeholders in the city could
invest in improving the sidewalks that line
downtown’s streets. During the pop-up,
we observed several community members
perceived to be over 60 leaning on fences
or low stone walls to take a break. Installing
benches would provide comfort, invite
pedestrians to develop positive associations
with the area, and make downtown more
accessible for older adults.

Opportunities to improve mobility and
vibrancy in downtown Peabody
- Set up a direct bus route between
Salem and Peabody.
- Create protected bike lanes on Main
Street and Boston Street to connect to
the facilities being built on Bridge Street
in Salem.
- Add Bluebikes stations in Peabody to
expand the North Shore system and
connect with regional destinations.
f

We saw a 60% increase in respondents’
positive association with the area after
visiting CultureHouse Peabody.
f

The vibrancy of a city is largely influenced by
modes of transportation to get to the area.
During the pop-up, we noticed how car traffic
often made the experience of downtown less
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inviting. A more robust transportation network
would help to increase the success of future
public spaces in the city.
Previous events downtown, including the
International Festival and pop-ups run by
Peabody Main Streets, have had success in
bringing vibrancy downtown. More frequent,
smaller-scale events and festivals could draw
in surrounding communities on a regular
basis—creating friendly, visually appealing,
and exciting streets. An online resource
that consolidates these events could help
demonstrate the area’s energy and attract
a broader and more diverse audience.
Consistent foot traffic created by events
would allow businesses to expand hours,
further attracting people to downtown.
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Epilogue

On the evening of Saturday, July 3rd,
CultureHouse Peabody closed its doors
to the public to enter a new phase of the
project. The initial pop-up month passed
quickly, and many community members
wondered if the space could stay longer.
A performer asked us if he could book the
space to perform in October, a high school
teacher was wondering about a gallery
showing in the spring, and countless visitors
asked us what was coming next.
The demand showed us that a public space
for gathering downtown was a needed asset
for the area. Pouring through surveys, data
metrics, and observations, we summarized
our findings in this report. We have identified
three areas where local leaders can
apply insights for the project: a long-term
community space, downtown improvements,
and business adaptations.

pop-up starting with an open mic night. They
are also in initial conversations about opening
a nonprofit arm of their business to provide
some of the community services offered by
the CultureHouse pop-up.
Through meetings with the CultureHouse
Peabody Advisory Group, Elected Officials,
Peabody Main Streets, and local businesses,
we are continuing to share specific
suggestions, funding opportunities and
models, and discuss the next steps.
We hope you, too, will find some element of
this project inspiring. The process of creating
a thriving downtown relies on each person
stepping forward to advocate for a healthy,
vibrant, and lively city. A frequent visitor at our
final celebration event said it well, “The real
changes happen now that we know what is
possible. We have the momentum.”

Create & Escape, a local business, has
already stepped up as a potential leader
for incorporating some of the lessons we
learned into their business model. They are
now offering a Monday night series inspired
by some of the successful programs from the
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