
ArtBridges Tips & Tools Series #3: 

Recipe to Support Artists Working in Communities 
By Julie Frost 

!
Julie Frost has dedicated her career to raising social awareness 
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Toronto. Julie holds a master's degree in Education and in recognition 
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2009 she received the Toronto Community Foundation's 2009 Vital 
People Award. Learn more about Julie’s work at www.vibearts.ca !

!
Ingredients 

!
Safety first: prepare annual artist contracts and policy/procedure manuals


Issue vulnerable sector screening police checks

Know the communities where your artists work

Offer orientation sessions and regular check-ins


Link existing community assets to your artists and think collaboratively

Acknowledge the authors of the artwork


Create opportunities for artists to network and gain skills

Promote self care; community care


Finish off with a few pinches of celebration
! !!!
Method 
!

Like a recipe, artists working in the community have to juggle, negotiate and interact 
with many variables that when mixed together in just the right way (with perhaps a few 
surprises added), produce something that mutually benefits, nourishes and motivates a 
person; people; a collective; a community. However, if an essential component is 
missing from the mix or an ingredient exchanged, the outcomes can look entirely 
different. 
!



I have experienced the complete turnaround of a neighbourhood in the context of an 
hour or a day, due to a tragedy like a drive-by shooting during a community mural 
project, or contrary to this, when a group of community members pool their assets to 
produce a dance that they share with others in their local park. The environment of a 
community arts project is frankly ‘subject to change’ and each one unique. 
Communities by nature are evolving, much like an organic eco-system made up of 
linked but moving layers that are interdependent and shift due to the unexpected, and/
or the results of conflict or progress. There are so many moving and diverse parts that 
artists have to manage when working in a community context. There’s the social side 
of things. Community stakeholders are 
transient by nature, people move in and out; 
the environment works in similar ways. I 
have run programs where artists show up at 
the program site – a gym in a public 
housing apartment building – only to find 
the roof collapsed. This impacts the 
community artist’s role and responsibilities, 
the social and physical dynamic of a 
neighbourhood, the kids who came out to 
dance but couldn’t. 
!
These things can end a program – or not. 

In my experience these situations often 
spawn new levels of social and community 
awareness and engagement. But these 
situations also point to what I see are the 
essentials to supporting artists working in 
this unique context of a community.
 !!
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Matthew Cuff Dance Troupe	
!

1. Consider safety of artists working in the community.  !
It is important to issue annual contracts, which artists sign to indicate they have read 
the document and agree to all stipulations. Outlined in the contracts are: details around 
the artists’ roles and responsibilities, the agency’s role and responsibilities, pay 
schedules, compensation, what it means to be a contracted artist as opposed to an 
employee, guidelines surrounding social media and taking photos of participants, 
copyright and ownership of the artwork. These are special attention areas. In the 
community arts field where artists are hired to facilitate workshops and community 
members make a mural, for example, it is so important to spell out who owns what and 
how copyright rules play out.
!



 
2. Have and share organizational 
policies.  !
This is crucial to protecting artists as well as 
other stakeholder groups (i.e. project 
partners, volunteers). I circulate documents 
tha t dea l w i th c r i s i s management , 
accessibil ity requirements, personnel 
policies, etc. These documents give artists 
important info such as emergency contacts, 
and since artists work at different times of 
the day/week, it is important to provide info 
that supports artists during and after typical 
business hours.
 !
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Lead artists Sean Martindale & Emila Jajus, 	

with 8 emerging youth artists from VIBE.	
!
!
3. Work collaboratively – there’s safety in numbers.  !
Involving diverse partner groups in a project can be very rewarding for artists. It not 
only provides supportive measures that keep artists safe, but it can also bolster 
program experiences. An artist working on an outdoor summer-time community mural 
will fair much better, be safer and happier, if he/she has access to shelter, shade, 
storage, water, electricity and receive encouragement and lots of smiles from local 
groups such as BIAs, volunteers, and local restaurants and shop owners who act as 
project partners. As well, visit the program sites as often as you can. A personal 
delivery of popsicles on a hot summer day can go a long way! You will gain a sense of 
the rhythm of the project and it’s much easier to support artists if you see the 
challenges and/or the accomplishments firsthand.
!!
4. Clearly establish roles, responsibilities, and values.  !
Artists work in varying community settings - in schools, parks, alleyways, libraries, 
hospitals, detention centres, public housing, hospices, arenas, etc. However, roles and 
responsibilities of artists should remain constant. Make very clear what is expected of 
them. For instance, I ensure that our artists know up front that it is important to me and 
to my organization, that they do not ‘touch up’ a program participants’ artwork.
!



5. Know your community.  !
It is so important to learn as much as you can about the communities where your 
projects take place. Along the way you’ll discover local assets that you can map, 
archive and use to keep artists safe, equipped and inspired. 
!
6. Rewards of reciprocity! !
Keep in mind there are high levels of giving and taking when artists work in the 
community. Artists share their knowledge, tricks of the trade and techniques to build 
the skill sets of participants while the participants reciprocate by offering their 
knowledge, artistic abilities, and emotions to make the art happen. Sometimes this 
balance of care and giving gets out of whack. Self-care then becomes a hot topic. I 
utilize volunteers to address times like these. An extra pair of hands alleviates stress, 
and make artists feel better supported and connected. 
!
Blend the following ingredients to create a continuum of support: 
!
7. Provide networking & professional development opportunities. !
Many artists have told me that they sometimes feel socially isolated while working; they 
feel distant from what other artists are doing and what is going on at the agency. 

Try this – hold professional 
development workshops and 
appreciation parties throughout 
the year. This acknowledges the 
artists’ contributions, builds 
capac i ty w i th in them (sk i l l 
development), while providing 
meaningful opportunities for them 
to network and share community 
arts narratives. The results of 
getting artists in one room to learn 
or celebrate, (with food and fun 
drinks in hand) is a whole lot of 
innovation / knowledge-making 
and new brilliant program ideas 
that can deepen the impact of 
your work in communities.
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Lead artist Cristina Delago, with 15 emerging youth 
artists from VIBE.	




!
8. Hire the right artist for the job.  !
It is so important to match the artist who will best respond to the unique qualities of a 
community. Sometimes this means hiring an artist who culturally represents those who 
are participating in a community arts program. This might also mean selecting artists 
who live in the same community where your program will take place (this approach 
speaks to using and activating local assets). Also consider artists’ backgrounds and 
how their experiences might affect a program’s implementation. For example some 
artists thrive when working in a shelter where programs operate with a ‘go with the 
flow‘ approach, while others are better suited in a more structured environment such as 
a school. !
9. Provide artists with alternative forms of evaluation and 
documentation.  !
I love giving artists chances to develop their own ways of evaluating their project 
experiences. It allows them to be responsive to the needs of each program while being 
creative right to the very end their program. Be open to accepting new forms of 
evaluation and documentation. Ideas such as mounting a paper-based graffiti wall at a 
community arts program to solicit feedback from participants and passersby, are not 
only fun and effective, but also make tedious tasks more engaging.
!
10. Communicate your organizational values.  !
It is important to share what is important to you as an agency with artists. Artists are 
essentially representing you in the community, and they will be more successful if they 
know how you do things, what your mission is and whom you stand for. They can be 
your best advocates.
!
Now, celebrate! Always celebrate, and leave room to acknowledge artists, on plaques, 
in speeches, face-to-face and in all project documentation and project material.
!

!
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