
ArtBridges/ToileDesArts and the ASC! Project collaborated on ASC! Project's STATE of the ART: A Report on 
Art for Social Change (ASC) in Canada in early 2016. ArtBridges conducted background research on behalf of 
the paper as a result of the community partnership. This report is a summary of ArtBridges' complete and 
preliminary research for the paper. Please see https://icasc.ca/resources/state-art-report-social-change-canada-
april-2016 for the final version of the STATE of the ART report. 

STATE of the ART: A Report on Art for Social Change (ASC) in Canada  :  

Feedback written and compiled by ArtBridges staff: Lisa Tran (Social Media & Content Coordinator), Skye 
Louis (Info Resource Developer), Cora-Rae Silk (Indigenous Community Arts Coordinator and Communications
Assistant), Catherine Turcotte (Francophone Community Arts Outreach Coordinator), Catherine Lamaison 
(Francophone Community Arts Coordinator), Sonya Young (Outreach Coordinator) and Seanna Connell 
(Project Director) January 2016.

How does your ASC organization see the field at this point? What is the state of the field across Canada? 

Community-engaged art /arts for social change work has gone on for years, however since social media and the 
internet gained momentum, knowledge and exchange about the field has made the value of the work more 
known and access to it far greater. This has inspired more Canadians to get involved, participate and start new 
projects. There is an amazing energy and enthusiasm about the field now and the role of arts in community 
engagement, community development & revitalization. It is a growing movement bursting with creativity and 
energy!

What has changed in the field in the past 5-10 years? 

• People in the field are working less in their own silos, learning more from each other and connecting and
collaborating more.  They know more about what others in the field are doing.  There is more knowledge
exchange, discussion and sharing about promising practices, keys to sustainability, organizational 
models, ethics, professional issues, etc. 

• There is more knowledge and evidence about the value of the work - outcomes and impact. 
“Community-engaged arts benefit neighbourhoods and individuals by creating more vibrant 
neighbourhoods, improving crime prevention, enhancing mental and physical health, contributing to 
greater success in education and employment, increasing community involvement and engagement, as 
well as fostering neighbourhood revitalization and community resilience. This is proven time and time 
again within under-resourced or isolated communities across Canada.” (from ArtBridges website).”

• Increased volume: there are more community-engaged arts /ASC initiatives: “when we started, it felt 
more like we had to look through every cranny to find initiatives, now it feels like we're missing a lot 
more.” (ArtBridges staff member)

• More people getting involved, more communities getting involved, more youth getting involved, more 
artists getting involved and more non-arts sectors getting involved!

• More people finding work and volunteer opportunities in the field.
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• More writing, showing and sharing about the field though social media and the internet.

• More training, workshops and academic studies about the field in Canada.

• The general knowledge and awareness about community-based art and the field is growing, people are 
aware of the field and want to participate or are curious and eager to learn about it.

CULTURAL:

• We’ve noticed an increase in programming and opportunities for FNMI youth, including non-Indigenous
organizations that have initiated programs aimed specifically at FNMI youth (Children's Peace Theatre, 
ArtCity, Die Active/Definitely Superior Art Gallery). There seems to be a strong focus on Arts for 
Social Change and issues of reconciliation, MMIW, and the environment. 

• Increased visibility/connectivity of FNMI groups and interest in using the arts to explore residential 
schools, intergenerational trauma, decolonization and reconciliation.

• We’ve found that initiatives outside of Quebec are more focused on maintaining Francophone culture 
and language and community while those in Quebec are more focused on arts for social change and 
community-engaged arts. 

• Increased visibility/connectivity of communities centred on the expression of Mad & Crip Pride and 
using community arts to challenge ableism.

• Increased visibility/connectivity of communities centred on hip hop and spoken word, including an 
increased presence of krip hop as well as stronger focus on indigenous & afroindigenous hip hop.

• Increased visibility/connectivity of arts & health

TRAINING     

• Increase in professionalization of the field through post-secondary diploma programs and certificate 
courses (e.g. CAP, Emily Carr, OCAD)

• Increase in community-based training, outside of post-secondary institutions (e.g. ArtReach, 
SKETCH, Neighbourhood Arts Network, Nia Centre, YSI) 

• Shift to online resources and videos. 

FUNDING AND SUPPORT ORGANIZATIONS

• Decrease in core organizational funding, corresponding increased emphasis on collaborative projects 
and corporate funding and sponsorships

• General decrease in organizations with dedicated space, increase in collocation (e.g. CSI)
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• Some more established groups developing custom built, dedicated spaces (The Nina, SKETCH, In-
Definite Arts)

• Some new funding specific to community arts forms (e.g. Canada Council funding social circus).

• Increased reliance on social media for connection, communications and marketing/outreach

Are Canadian ASC/community arts organizations thriving or just hanging in? 

Both! 
• Groups are thriving in terms of the interest in and enthusiasm for community-engaged arts. The power 

and social/community impact of community-engaged arts forms is widely recognized.

• Groups are just hanging on in terms of the number of organizations who are operating without core 

funding, artists and project support staff in contract positions and without access to benefits. Burnout is a
serious concern, and while the more stable organizations may last from year to year, individual staff 
turnover is an important issue worth exploring further. 

• Smaller groups are the most difficult to assess, as smaller groups tend to be community based and less 

connected to funding, support, and research organizations. It is difficult to know how many of these 
groups form and dissolve within a 1-3 year period, and never make it to the stage of being counted in 
these types of surveys. Connecting with a municipal group (e.g. Neighbourhood Arts Network, 
Community Art Council of Vancouver) might help develop a stronger understanding of how many 
groups form and dissolve each year, and what supports they might require to stabilize. 

• Depends on the funding / help / exposure they get. Depends on their level of knowledge and accessibility
of resources. 

• “I don't know about "thriving" as funding is an on-going issue for almost every organization we talk to. 
For groups doing outreach in FNMI communities, the high cost of travel and limited availability of 
materials in remote communities, severely limits their capacity for on-going, sustainable programming 
and engagement.” (ArtBridges staff member)

• “I would say all initiatives are thriving because of the essence of the field. It is a field rooted in healing, 
artistic creations and expression, compassion, culture and community, which are all elements that are 
nurturing the growth of these initiatives.” (ArtBridges staff member)

• “Depends on your definition of thriving and how you define what it means to thrive. And what it means 
to “hang on.” Thriving could mean a million dollar organization or thriving could be having a space 
open for most of the week for community members can participate in arts activities. I think most 
initiatives would say that they are always in need of funding, as many initiatives do not have a 
business/for-profit stream. “Hanging on”: what I've seen is that initiatives learn to adapt to situations and
adapt to them differently. I think many initiatives would fall in between “thriving” and “hanging on.” 
(ArtBridges staff member)
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• “Some are thriving through their collaboration with other groups, such as HATS and West 
Neighbourhood House and Making Room and PARC. These collaborations provide the resources such 
as volunteers and space needed to keep going.” (ArtBridges staff member)

• Many initiatives’ programs thrive even during organizational challenges and changes, i.e.: funding, staff,
volunteers and resources. 

• The need for face-to-face connection and expression through art in this ever-increasing digital age will 
fuel arts initiatives to continue to thrive. 

Our ASC organization – ArtBridges - is currently thriving, but in other years – just hanging on. Depends on 
grants and funding. It’s up and down each year. Apart from finances and funding, the work itself is thriving as 
there is always a lot to do and demand and interest from individuals and community partners.

How can the field best thrive? - What does the field need to thrive?

• MORE CORE FUNDING!!!!

• “The key need of community partners regarding resources is related to funding. 100% of community 
partners stated that securing adequate funding and other resources for the work they do is the main 
challenge they experience (….).”- ArtBridges 2015 Evaluation Report.

• More multi-year funding 

• Increased government support at all levels (federal, provincial/territorial, municipal) across Canada

• Other non-arts sectors of the government understanding and supporting the role of arts in community 
development & resilience, health, education and justice.

• Contracts and health benefits for staff

• More research into best practices for paying artists and staff

• More opportunities to connect and share learnings across geographic distance

• More conferences, online symposiums and forums, workshops, trainings, professional development and 
education 

• More ideas exchange, sharing issues, stories and case studies, lessons learned, promising practices, 
organizational models 

• More connection, collaboration, support

• More physical space for offices and program space and/or resources to find and share space

4



• More research and case studies need to be shared that demonstrate the positive outcomes and impacts of 

community-engaged arts and how arts is a vehicle for community development & resilience, mental 
health and wellness, social equity, crime prevention, education, etc. 

• More collaboration on projects with groups from sectors other than arts (health, education, justice, 

business, technology, etc)

• Advocacy, recognition and exposure about the field to wider audiences – mainstream (through press), 

policy makers, funders, business, and sectors other than arts. Raising awareness about why this is an 
important field.

• Community members who can share their stories with an open heart. Passionate groups who are willing 

to invest a lot of energy in creating sustainable infrastructure for all community members. 

How long do projects last on average? 

Since ArtBridges started 7 years ago, we have learned that only a half-dozen, or so long-term initiatives (out of 
316) have not continued. A few others have gone through cash flow slumps and have had to suspend programs, 
and almost close, or morph into another kind of entity, but the majority work through cash-flow and leadership 
slumps and challenges. If the initiative is relevant, needed by the community, has dedicated artists and 
volunteers involved, it tends to sustain. Artists tend to be resourceful, creative problem-solvers and work through
cash flow slumps. Many artists also typically have several sources of income from other jobs and are not entirely
dependent on pay from one initiative.

We hear about many projects that are just meant to be short-term projects - lasting for a few hours, a weekend, a 
few weeks, a season, or a year. Their length depends on the goals and funding arranged for the project. 

However, many projects are intended to be longer term but don't really get off the ground. Many are unable to 
sustain their projects. This is related to a lack of organizational funding, with most funding being project-based.

How many ASC/community arts organizations currently operate in Canada? 

As of Jan 7th, ArtBridges has gathered/received 316 organizational profiles about community-engaged arts/ ASC 
initiatives across Canada. On average, we get a new organizational profile submitted to our site just less than 
every two weeks, all year. There are many more projects we hear about, but many don’t submit profiles in the 
early stages of their work, or their work is only intended to be shorter-term in duration, or they can’t get the 
funding/resources to make their work a long-term initiative. The ones that upload profiles on artbridges.ca and 
become community partners tend to be the ones that have a sense of sustainability and long-term intention. 
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What is the percentage of organizations founded over 25 years ago/15/10/within the last 5 years? 

• Over the past month, two outreach staff at ArtBridges reached 231 (out of 316) organizations in French 
and English - or found on their websites - the year each community-engaged arts (ASC) initiative was 
founded. Note: 67 are FR, and 164 are EN, bilingual, or FNMI. Quebec has over a third of the initiatives
that were founded pre 1990. Here are the #s: 

▪ 21 initiatives founded 0-5 years ago (between 2011-2016)
▪ 46 initiatives founded 5-10 years ago (between 2006-2010)
▪ 39 initiatives founded 10-15 years ago (between 2001-2005)
▪ 41 initiatives founded 15-20 years ago (between 1996-2000)
▪ 25 initiatives founded 20-25 years ago (between 1991-1995)
▪ 59 initiatives founded over 25 years ago (pre 1990)

Is the field growing? Where is the greatest growth by province/discipline/populations that are involved? 
(trends, shifts in programming) 

Yes the field is definitely growing!
• Particularly as other sectors are exploring community art forms. For instance commercial real estate 

developers and BIAs increasingly support community murals and festivals as a form of place-making; 
health groups are exploring the use of expressive arts.

• The understanding of what constitutes community arts is broadening, as community arts increasingly 
takes place at the intersections between communities. For instance, krip hop brings together hip hop and 
critical perspectives on ableism. Indigenous hip hop explores hip hop as a form of empowerment and 
cultural expression, afro-indigenous solidarity, and reimagining Indigenous art forms such as throat 
singing, powwow music, and more. 

• Yes- in FNMI communities. This may coincide with the increased media attention to issues affecting 
Indigenous people and communities. 

• We are also seeing increasingly more community-engaged arts /ASC work with seniors, LGBTQ, youth,
and intergenerational groups. 

• At ArtBridges, the number of community partners grows steadily. On average, a new organizational 
profile from a community-engaged arts /ASC initiative is submitted to our site less than every two weeks
all year. We keep finding new initiatives that have been created/ started recently or new projects that are 
part of groups that have been in existence for a while.  

• We see it in the amount of conferences and symposiums about community-engaged arts and arts for 
social change.  There is a demand to build this field or at least discuss/learn about it with others.

• The field is also growing due to bigger umbrella organizations, and municipal, regional organizations or 
networks like ASC! Project, Neighbourhood Arts Network, ArtBridges, Art Hives, Arts Network for 
Children and Youth, Community Arts Council of Vancouver, 4Cs Foundation, Rouage, Michaelle Jean 
Foundation, etc… that support the growth of the field by engaging with all the initiatives possible and 
providing support and fluid communication between them.
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• Many one-time/short-term projects add to the growth of this field. For many projects, collaborations 
with other arts organizations, or social service agencies or organizations in other sectors support the 
growth of the field. 

Number of ASC organizations/province: 

Of the 316 organizational profiles submitted to the ArtBridges Map and Profile Directory to Jan/16, here is 
where they are: ON: 143 initiatives, QC: 43 initiatives, BC: 27 initiatives, AB: 20 initiatives, NS: 15 initiatives, 
SK: 15 initiatives, MB: 13 initiatives, NB: 9 initiatives, NL 7 initiatives, YT: 6 initiatives, NWT: 5 initiatives, 
NU:4 initiatives, PEI: 4 initiatives. 

Number of ASC organizations/discipline:

Of the 316 organizational profiles submitted to the ArtBridges Map and Profile Directory to Jan/16, initiatives 
identified their arts disciplines as: Visual Arts: 180 initiatives, Multi-Disciplinary: 176 initiatives, Theatre: 126 
initiatives, Music: 121 initiatives, Media Arts: 103 initiatives, Dance: 95 initiatives, Literary Arts: 62 initiatives, 
Circus Arts: 16 initiatives and Other: 73 initiatives. (Note: some selected more than one arts focus).

What populations does your ASC organization serve? (seniors, youth, mixed abilities, aboriginal, street-
involved, living with addiction, etc.) 

Of the 316 organizational profiles submitted to the ArtBridges Map and Profile Directory to Jan/16, initiatives 
identified their community served by the following: Youth: 25 initiatives, Adults: 194 initiatives, Children: 169 
initiatives, All Ages: 153 initiatives, Seniors: 148 initiatives. (Note: some may have selected more than one 
community served).

AND: Initiatives that identified working with the following populations: FNMI (First Nations, Metis, Inuit): 94 
initiatives, Dis/Abilities: 37 initiatives, EN language service: 261 initiatives, FR language service: 131 (Note: 
many are bilingual).

What is your ASC organization's operating budget? Has it grown or shrunk in the past 5-10 years? 

ArtBridges’ optimum operating budget is just over $200,000/yr., but we actually work with a lower operating 
budget. It has grown since starting 7 years ago. The annual budget is completely dependent on grants and 
specific short-term projects of each grant. Some years we have operated with less than half of this. Always: 
expansion, contraction, adjustment and adaptation. 

Note: we will do a survey to our community partners across Canada to find out any time of ‘average’ amount 
for an operating budget. 

Are most artists working in the field on staff/ on fee-based, contracts/freelance: 

All of the above; we see a real range and cannot generalize. The field is heavily reliant on volunteers, interns, 
trainees, and short-term employment. Often honorariums are given out initially if the initiative is not 
incorporated or doesn’t have the administration to support setting up staff, contractors or consultants.

Note- we will include this question in a survey to our community partners. 
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What are the roles of volunteers in your ASC organization (ie. event assistance, research, grant writer)?

At ArtBridges: roles of volunteers are – Advisory committee, ArtBridges’ Ambassadors, tech support, 
organizational model development, website development. Several staff and consultants have volunteered their 
time or worked under-compensated when funds are low.

Note- we will include this question in a survey to our community partners. 

How important are volunteers on a scale of 1-5? 

Five! There just isn’t the funding to be able to pay for, or compensate properly, staff and contractors needed to 
carry out the service and administration of work in this field. Volunteers also bring diverse talents, experiences 
and professional expertise that are often outside of and beyond regular job positions. Also with any community-
engaged art initiatives volunteerism from the community is paramount to ‘ownership’ of the project, healthy 
involvement and direction and for the contribution of many hands and hearts. Volunteerism also helps shape the 
identity and culture of the project. Volunteers also help to keep the initiative going when funds are low.

What educational programs are available in Canada? 

Here’s a growing list of workshops, courses and academic studies about the field that are in Canada: (from the 
Learning and Resources section of artbridges.ca)

• ArtFare Essentials (Jumblies)
• Community Arts Practice (CAP) Program (York U)
• Community Service Learning Internships (NSCAD)
• Community Art Studio - Methods and Materials (Concordia)
• Performance Creation (Concordia)
• Social Practice and Community Engagement (Undergraduate Minor) (Emily Carr)
• Music Care Certificate Programs (Room 217 Foundation - multiple cities | Canada-wide)
• Forum Theatre Training (Mixed Company Theatre)
• NCDT Alternate Route Program (Les Grands Ballets)
• Art Hives Summer Institute
• Arts for Social Change Master of Education Program (SFU)
• Art & Social Change Minor (OCAD)
• Atelier de Techniques Traditionnelles Autochtones - Art Contemporain (MB)
• ArtReach Grassroots Organizing and Leadership Program
• ...and more!

8

http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/537
http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/42
http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/546
http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/49
http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/262
http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/461
http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/360
http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/47
http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/44
http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/397
http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/48
http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/46
http://artbridges.ca/view_item/learning_opportunity/45


ADDITIONAL PRIOR RESEARCH (2013):

Maxine Sidran, ArtBridging Ontario Researcher , May 4, 2013 ArtBridging Ontario Researcher, Maxine Sidran, 
shares valuable feedback from her recent Ontario-wide survey to community-engaged arts initiatives that have 
been previously profiled on the ArtBridges/ToileDesArts network:

“I spoke with 39 of the 132 English-speaking community-engaged arts organizations in the ArtBridges network
(30%). My initial approach told them we were looking for input regarding their major challenges and how they
might be able to help other groups meet their own challenges. Although they were told that the survey would
take only 15-20 minutes, many of the interviews ran to half an hour or more, with people happy to talk about
their pride in their organizations and their people’s commitment to its goals. They knew the road was hard, but
they believed it was worth it, and they were aware of the wide variety of obstacles that stood in their way.

Funding was by far the biggest concern (21 comments), followed by time (12 comments). Most of these 
organizations are run by only one or two full-time staff (the number I heard a lot was one full time and one part-
time staff). Many spoke about the difficulty of finding appropriate granting organizations and having the time or 
expertise to follow up on them.

There was an interest in collaboration, but time, staff and financial constraints often got in the way. It is clear 
that we are a community of givers at heart and are looking for ways to make sharing and cooperation possible.
The smallest groups were proud of the ways they had been able to create something with nothing (bartering, 
trading, etc.) and had adopted the attitude that there was often a solution if you think outside the box.

Comments on the need for funding:
“Funding, funding, funding! Those are our top three needs”… “Public funding is drying up, both provincially 
and federally, and there are more groups vying for it”… “We know where the funding is and how to write the 
proposals, but there is not enough time to do it”…”An “incubation tank” is needed. Granters want you to have a 
developed idea. We need help learning what that looks like”…

Comments on the need for volunteers:
“Growth depends on volunteers…How do you get people who are right for you, and how do you manage 
them?”… “It’s always a scramble. There’s a need for continuity.”

Comments on the need for space:
“It is holding back growth”… “We’re a little squished here”… “Our space issues are precarious”… “We keep 
small purposely, because space for programs is limited.”… “We have to turn people away every week so it’s 
difficult to dream.”

Comments on the need for Board Members:
“A universal challenge. Board members need to really “get” what their job is and not “buy into” the roadblocks 
that funders throw up.”… “Lawyers are necessary on a Board, because they cut through to the heart of a problem
and are well connected and solution-focused”… “Board members with financial expertise”…”We want to see a 
PR person, accountant, lawyer and community members there”.
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Comments on increased profile, promotion, etc.:
“We have no advertising. It’s all word of mouth”… “We need a publicist who knows mainstream promotion”… 
“How do you convey and present youth artists as talent and not just at-risk youth”… “We have lots of 
supporters, but we are preaching to the choir”…

Comments on the need for partnering and collaboration:
“We worry that partnerships might skew us away from our mission”…”We try to facilitate partnerships but it is 
difficult and challenging”… “If we do partner, we have to keep our core issues strong”…”We want to develop a 
wider creative community locally”… “We’re interested in partnering across sectors.”

Comments on sharing resources with others: 11 groups would share resources if they could “afford” it or 
would receive money/assistance in exchange.
“I try my best to answer “how to” questions from beginning arts organizations, but I find that when the younger 
group finally gets themselves together, the grant money goes to them.”… “Some administrators have the 
attitude, “We did it on our own, so you go do it yourself, too.””… “I believe grant applications should have lines
for money to cover the cost of “sharing ideas.””… “We’re stretched beyond stretched.”… “We can share 
information on how to operate outside the cash economy and finding alternate ways to get resources without 
funding. I want to dispel the assumption that without money you can’t do what you want”… “I feel there is a 
dynamic opportunity in collaborating with other organizations. Different mandates can come together”… “Can 
see this happening as a Skype call-in.”” We think that if ‘mentorship grants’ could be provided by funders, 
seasoned community-engaged arts initiatives could be paired with emerging community-arts initiatives and 
many of these challenges could be addressed via peer support (ArtBridges).
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