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Executive Summary 
 “ArtBridges is a survivor!  They help us all feel good about our work.  They help us all feel that 

what we do matters.  Pretty amazing stuff…” – Community Partner 

Introduction 
Founded in 2008, ArtBridges is a hub and forum for connection for anyone interested in or active in 

community-engaged arts and arts for social change in Canada. ArtBridges informs people about and 

connects them with community-engaged arts initiatives. ArtBridges aims to improve access to arts 

and art-making for Canadians. 

In December 2013, ArtBridges received a 3-year grant from the J.W. McConnell Family Foundation.  Part 
of the grant funding was designated to conducting a comprehensive evaluation of ArtBridges.  An 
external evaluator was contracted to conduct an evaluation in the summer of 2014. This report provides 
the results of the evaluation in Year Two, including recommendations for further actions that ArtBridges 
can explore. 
 

ArtBridges’s Key Activities & Intended Impact 

At present, ArtBridges is guided by a theory of change that was developed in 2014.  That theory of change 

outlines ArtBridges key activities, outcomes, intended and ultimate impact.  Key activities include raising 

awareness; gathering resources; sharing resources; making connections and highlighting what’s going on.  

A number of integrated and evolving activities fall out from each of the five key areas as stated above.  

Their intended impact is that “If ArtBridges raises awareness, makes connections, gathers resources, 

shares resources and highlights what’s going on with community-engaged arts and arts for social change 

initiatives (as well as people interested in, involved with and committed to community-engaged arts and 

arts for social change) in Canada, the direct results (our intended impact) will be greater connections, 

knowledge and inspiration for these initiatives and the community arts and arts for social change field will 

be more connected and having a higher profile.”   

Purpose of Evaluation 

The purpose of the evaluation is to identify: 

 The extent to which ArtBridges results in greater connections, knowledge and inspiration for 
identified initiatives and if community arts and arts for social change field is more connected 
and has a higher profile; 

 The extent to which processes used contribute to the success of the initiative, including whether 
approaches taken are effective in terms of achieving intended results. 

 
Data was gathered using a non-experimental post-test only mixed methods design. Data was gathered 
through output tracking, electronic surveys and qualitative data gathering.  Data was analyzed using 
primarily exploratory approaches.  Important limits to the evaluation are outlined in the body of the 
report.  Data is not generalizable to all ArtBridges community partners or stakeholders.   
 

Results 

The ArtBridges website was launched in September 2013.  In 2016, the numbers of users, sessions and 

page views has essentially stayed steady.  That means that the discrete users and the amount of time 

they continue to look at content is the same as when the website was first launched.  In terms of 



evaluation participants, more of them are finding the website through a google search than last year, 

while staff remain the #1 driver to the website for users.  The number #1 reason for visiting the website 

and subscribing to the e-newsletter among evaluation participants was to learn more about the 

community-engaged arts field and practice in Canada, whereas last year it was to find and share 

information about learning opportunities, resources and community arts funding. The website’s bounce 

rate has remained steady for the past 3 years (roughly 69%).  This may mean that, as a resource-based 

website, users come on the site for a specific resource and once found, do not have a need or desire to 

stay on the website for more time.   

Both the website and e-newsletter receive generally high marks in terms of content and visual appeal, as 

well as raising awareness/learning about community-engaged arts and arts for social change.  Some 

qualitative data from community partners indicate that the website is dense and could use a “refresh”.      

ArtBridges online community is now significant1.  In addition to 1,003 e-newsletter subscribers, in 2016, 
ArtBridges, had 1041 Twitter followers and 102 blog followers.  ArtBridges tweets and blogs daily, 
meaning 1,143 people had the potential to see some sort of post from ArtBridges every day (not 
including web activity, First Nations Metis, Inuit [FNMI] Facebook activity or e-newsletter activity).  As 
well, in Year 2, ArtBridges significantly increased its Facebook activity, increasing from an average of 35 
Facebook posts per month to 79 per month (created and shared).  By the end of 2016, ArtBridges had 
472 Facebook followers and 102 FNMI followers.  It posted 21 blog posts per month (i.e., daily).  Notable 
retweeters include Melody McKiver, Art for Social Change, Ontario Arts Council, Calgary Arts 
Development, Manitoba Arts Council, Lorraine C. Ladish, Michelle Jean Foundation, Neighbourhood Arts 
Network, Clay and Paper Theatre, Susan Aglukark, ImagineNative, McConnell Foundation and Parthi 
Kandavel. 
 
In terms of community partners, staff initiating engagement remains the key way to spark those 

relationships.  And while ongoing personal engagement of community partners is not the norm, 

community partners nonetheless felt very well–supported by ArtBridges staff.  In particular, something 

about their energy level and approach feels meaningful: 

“The [Executive Director] emailed and she visited.  We have spoken a few times and caught up.  
She is supportive, enthusiastic and wants to help.” – Community Partner  

 
Further, in 2016, important increases in activity can be seen in terms of engagement of policy makers 
(37 in Year 1 and 45 in Year 2) and in site visits (48 in Year 1 and 91 in Year 2).   100% of staff indicated 
the site visits as one of the biggest successes for their work in Year 2, and of critically important value as 
a way to better connect people and groups, better understand the realities on the ground, better 
mentor and support, etc. Site visits took place in Calgary, Montreal, Ottawa, Sudbury, Toronto and 
Vamcouver in 2016.  Community partners interviewed for the evaluation indicated their appreciation for 
the site visit, especially as they felt encouraged and well-listened to in terms of their assets and their 
needs. 
 
In Year 2, ArtBridges increased the number of google hangouts they facilitated – five were conducted 

from January 2016 – December 2016.  These online chats provide an opportunity for cross-country 

                                                           
1 As of December 2016 



gathering and sharing of information and best practices.  These forums have been welcomed by 

community partners and staff.   

A continuing theme from Year 1 is that staff engaged for the evaluation (6 of 7 program staff and one 
contract staff) do not know what becomes of the connections they make, as having sustained 
engagement with most community partners is difficult due to lack of time for ArtBridges staff and 
community partners both.   Related to this point is the result that 100% of the seven community 
partners interviewed for the second time for the evaluation indicated that they had had very little direct 
contact with ArtBridges in the year prior to be interviewed (note that all returning community partners 
had been interviewed approximately 12 months prior).  Most stated that when they had time, they 
scanned the e-newsletter, blog or website.  As well, any other groups that they were connected to 
through ArtBridges also was relatively time-limited; most of those connections did not result in 
something longer-term (and perhaps not all of them were meant to do so).  Mostly, when ArtBridges is 
connecting to groups or connecting groups to each other, the evaluation indicates that the connections 
feel somewhat more short lived, or specific to a particular activity. The initial connection does not 
typically spark a longer term relationship.  This may be very acceptable for ArtBridges given where it is 
going and wants to go on the future, and is an area for exploration. 
 

Of perhaps anything that ArtBridges does, the work it has done around sharing resources is felt to have 

had the most direct impact on the work of community partners.  Year 2 has allowed ArtBridges to fully 

develop the resources and information it can offer online to community partners and others, in addition 

to the gathering and sharing of resources done via “Artbridging”- the service aspect of the work.  

Community partners deeply appreciate this aspect of ArtBridge’s work, and had further suggestions for 

more resource-related work (e.g., creating ArtBridges-specific resources, learning about how to measure 

the impact of artmaking on broader community outcomes such as poverty and having relevant statistics 

at the ready for when people write grants). 

The work with FNMI communities and Francophone communities has continued to build in Year 2 of the 

evaluation.   A new grant from Heritage Canada allowed for ArtBridges to substantially expand French 

content and translated material on the website.  Today, ArtBridge’s work of connecting and engaging 

community partners in the Francophone communities and FNMI communities accounts for roughly 20 – 

30% of their work that is being tracked.  In terms of FNMI communities, there has been remarkable 

growth in engagement, especially in the number of site visits and the number of connections facilitated 

(which includes google hangouts).  Specifically, site visits (including attending a conference in Quebec 

that allowed engagement of Francophone community arts groups) and the FNMI –focused google 

hangouts provided a focused way to engage and deepen the conversation with those communities.  

There continues to be a desire from both staff and community partners for a more intersectional 

approach that better considers engagement of groups that work with and/or serve artists with 

disabilities, racialized artists, the queer artist community, etc. 

All 25 of the community partners interviewed (100%) stated that they want ArtBridges to continue to 
support them to connect to others.  An emerging theme in the data was a desire for face-to-face 
meetings, in recognition of the fact that there is something powerful about meeting in person that 
nothing can replace in terms of forging relationships.  There is also a desire for ArtBridges to take its 
work to the “next level” and to define what that will be (e.g., engaging more policy makers and funders, 



continuing to engage in research, supporting organizations to build their capacity to partner across 
sectors and continuing to use social media as a platform to support connections). 
 

Analysis  
In this second year of evaluation of ArtBridges, the initiative has matured in some important and 

exciting ways.  Its stakeholders continue to have high regard for the staff, and give them high marks in 

terms of how they have approached their work to date.   

The two main grants that ArtBridges received in the last three years (i.e., the J.W. McConnell grant and 
the Ontario Trillium Foundation grant) have fundamentally changed ArtBridges capacity to drive towards 
its theory of change.  The initiative has been able to build a meaningful virtual hub, develop a deep and 
rich resource database and engage community partners across the country.  The staff have learned a 
great deal about the assets and needs of their community partners on the ground, which has 
strengthened their efforts to provide support.  The initiative is role modeling survival in the sector and 
its staying power is valued by community partners.   
 
The website as the virtual hub for ArtBridges continues to be a well-accessed resource. More people are 
finding out about the website through google searches, which may mean that more people are hearing 
about ArtBridges in the course of their daily work.  Staff and their engagement efforts remain critical for 
getting the word out about the initiative.   The main reason people come to the website – to learn more 
about the sector overall – remains the same over both years. This may mean that stakeholders are 
understanding that ArtBridges does have that hub function, and is a place where groups virtually gather, 
even if it is a passive engagement (e.g., users do send ArtBridges staff information to upload, but 
typically do not actively loading information about classifieds or events on to the website themselves).  
Twitter activity has essentially remained steady, as has blog activity.  However, Twitter followers have 
grown, as have Facebook followers (both general and for the FNMI communities) and e-newsletter 
subscribers.   
 
The staff team have used their time somewhat differently in Year 2 than they did in Year 1.  An increased 
focus on site visits as a way to connect to community partners has been an important shift.  Google 
hangouts have also been used with some success as a way to connect community partners with each 
other across populations, mediums and geographies. Not only has this meant that ArtBridges has more 
community partners (now numbering 411), it has meant that they have successfully deepened 
relationships with some of those community partners.  It is important to note that these activities have 
taken a great deal of program staff time.  Other key activities of the initiative have mostly stayed steady 
(i.e., Twitter Facebook, community engagement, attending of conferences, resource development, 
“ArtBridging” on the ground between community partners, providing support and advice to emerging 
groups, mentoring etc.), with the exception of an increase of FNMI and Francophone community 
engagement.  That means that the core work of the initiative has kept occurring while adding a 
significant amount of new work to the very small staff team.  There is a sense among all surveyed 
stakeholders that ArtBridges has been successful in its “basic grounding” activities.  Its evolving 
approach has paid off.     

 

The evaluation shows that once initial connections with or between community partners are made, they 
are not necessarily sustaining over time.  That means that groups that have some sort of first (or second 
or even third contact) with ArtBridges often do not have more personal contact.  ArtBridges staff have 
not had the time to maintain those relationships.  Importantly, the community partners engaged for the 



evaluation are not reaching out either, to ArtBridges or to other community partners that ArtBridges 
puts them in touch with. Most indicate that they appreciate the connections, the resources and the 
website, but don’t always find the time to circle back or to look through everything that is online, even if 
they know it might help them in their work.  This raises some important questions for ArtBridges.  Is 
there a need to keep ongoing connection with community partners and to what end?  How should 
ArtBridges think about the connecting work it is doing?  Who should they connect with, and why?  Is the 
approach of widespread connecting still the right one, or is it time to consider fewer connections, that 
go deeper, for an identified purpose?   

 

There are implications that, once these questions are answered, the website may need a 
refresh/redesign so that different groups are more easily taken to the resources/points of connection 
they need (e.g., archived information, curatorial links, resources for emerging groups, advocacy toolkits 
for larger organizations, etc.).  It also has implications for how ArtBridges connects groups beyond the 
virtual hub.  It may be that ArtBridges is ready to move on from its initial generative phase to something 
that drives towards more strategic connecting of stakeholders within and across sectors.  Stakeholders 
clearly want in-person engagement, conferences and roundtables with policy makers and funders.  This 
means ArtBridges changing its primary focus but also differently engaging in its own partnerships in new 
and different ways, including existing arts advocacy groups, research institutes, academic institutions, 
funders, the media and other networks and hubs.  A review of the organizational structure and strategic 
planning (including a partnership strategy) may be in order now.  Application of network theory may 
help address the complex space that is community based arts and arts for social change.  This will 
support ArtBridges to reflect on what it is meant to be going forward, what kinds of skills it requires 
within its own walls, who it want to engage with and why. 

 

Areas of Focus Going Forward 

The evaluation offer the following questions to guide a strategic planning process for ArtBridges: 

1. What are the core activities for ArtBridges going forward?  What is it time to let go of and what 
is needed? 

2. What kind of connecting is the right kind for ArtBridges?  What do different stakeholders need 
(across size of organization, geographic location, focus, target population, sectors)?  Is there a 
need to engage people more than one time?  Can ArtBridges target certain groups or 
populations and “go deeper” and what would that look like?   What is the community 
engagement strategy for ArtBridges? 

3. What should ArtBridges highlight in terms of the sector and to whom?  Is there policy work 
ArtBridges should support? 

4. Who are ArtBridges key partners both within and beyond the sector to achieve strategic goals?  
What is ArtBridges’ role with other hubs or networks (e.g., Neighbourhood Arts Network)? Is 
ArtBridges meant to be a meta-connector?   

5. Can ArtBridges revisit its theory of change now that it has a better understanding of its work, its 
value and what its community partners want it to do? 

6. Is it time for ArtBridges to explore its organizational structure along with its theory of change 
and strategic planning (e.g., where the team should be located, regional offices, local 
champions, etc.) 

7. Should ArtBridges have a focus on certain priority populations or is an intersectional analysis 
better for the future? 


