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Q
Can art-making foster political engagement? 



This was the question behind Creative Publics, a roving, pop-up, 
voter engagement project that brought together artists, students and 
community members in Vancouver to make art inspired by political 
issues leading up to the Canadian federal election in October 2015.

Creative Publics was both a research project into new forms of 
creative political participation and a voter engagement project. As 
such, our overarching goals were to both uncover new knowledge 
around political engagement and to engage young Canadians in the 
election. To achieve these goals our objectives were to: 

•	 Address the lack of avenues for creative participation in federal 
elections by providing a platform for expression and political 
discussion; 

•	 Contextualize the relationships between formal and non-formal 
political engagement processes; 

•	 Explore how a collaborative process of producing artefacts, 
supervised and mediated by artists, can be used as tool to 
engage	voters	in	reflexive	dialogue;	

•	 Decipher whether making art increased participants’ knowledge of 
election	issues,	their	motivation	to	vote	and	the	efficacy	they	feel	
as a voter; 

•	 Experiment with new forms of voter engagement in order to 
develop and evaluate  opportunities for innovation in democratic 
participation. 

 

INTRODUCTION

The project was led by Simon Fraser University (SFU) School of 
Communications PhD student Tara Mahoney and operated in 
partnership with the SSHRC-funded research project, ‘Art for Social 
Change: an integrated research program in teaching, evaluation 
and capacity-building’.

Check in booth at Surrey Central on September 10, 2015



Over the past two decades, Elections 
Canada has documented that voter 
turnout among young people has 
been steadily declining at all levels 
of government. The retreat of young 
Canadians from engagement with 
formal political institutions has been 
attributed to negative or cynical 
attitudes toward the performance of 
the politicians, time constraints, lack of 
interest or knowledge and inequitable 
values between young people and 
Canadian news outlets, to name a 
few. While not apathetic, an increasing 
number of young Canadians are less 
likely to vote or be members of political 
parties. 

In 2012, Elections 
Canada reported that 
there is a strong need 
to “reinvigorate civic life 
by	finding	ways	to	make	
politics more relevant”. 
Inspired by this challenging context, we 
started to design Creative Publics from 
the assumptions that electoral politics 
can be an alienating subject for young 
people to talk about. 

RATIONALE:
Electoral politics can be confusing and a 
bit boring.  Intimidating and confrontational. 
And that’s assuming you have the time, 
energy and network to engage in political 
conversations	in	the	first	place.	

Based on these assumptions, we wanted 
to	offer	a	more	appealing	and	accessible	
invitation into challenging discussions using 
art for social change (ASC) processes. ASC 
processes are designed to create insight 
and new connections between individuals 
and communities as they exchange stories, 
perspectives, knowledge and understanding 
through the creation of art.  

By facilitating public art-making workshops 
inspired by the election, our hope was that 
Creative Publics would open up new spaces 
for political expression where ideas and 
perspectives could be explored through a 
creative, tactile activity. 

Targeted at the demographic of young 
Canadians notoriously disengaged from the 
formal electoral process, Creative Publics 
was	an	effort	to	provide	young	people	
new	reflective	spaces	to	express	their	
perspectives on election issues beyond just 
casting a vote at the ballot box.



TEAM



 
Project lead and principal investigator:

Tara Mahoney, Simon Fraser University (SFU) Communications PhD 
student and Research Assistant on the Art for Social Change re-
search project
 
Research Collaborators:

•	 Stephanie Perrin - Master’s student, SFU International Studies

•	 Caroline Ballhorn - Artist, designer, and creative facilitator with Tin 
Can Studio (partner organization)

•	 Jenny Lee Craig - Artist and creative facilitator with Tin Can Studio 
(partner organization)

•	 Jasmine Scarf - Collaborative and interdisciplinary artist, SFU 
alumni (Master’s degree in Arts Education) 

•	 Judith Marcuse - Project Director, Art for Social Change: an in-
tegrated research program in teaching, evaluation and capacity-
building (SFU Education Department)

•	 Stuart Poyntz - Assistant Professor, SFU School of Communica-
tions (PhD supervisor of PI Tara Mahoney)

•	 Peter Zuubier - PhD Student, SFU School of Communications

•	 Frederik Lesage - Assistant Professor at the School of Communi-
cations, SFU

•	 Flick	Harrison	-	writer,	media	artist,	filmmaker,	hacker,	educator

Partners: 

•	 Art for Social Change (ASC!) SSHRC research project
•	 Gen Why Media
•	 Woodshop Worker’s Cooperative 
•	 Tin Can Studio
•	 Civic Renewal Lab
•	 Woodward’s Community Singers
 

Supported by: 

•	 SFU Community Engagement Grant
•	 SFU School of Communications
•	 SFU Faculty of Communications Arts and Technology
•	 SFU Institute for the Humanities
•	 CiTR Radio (UBC Campus Radio)
•	 CJSF Radio (SFU Campus Radio)
•	 Graduate Student Society (GSS)
•	 Simon Fraser Student Society (SFSS)
•	 OPUS Art Supplies

Contributors:

•	 Nicole Armos, Research Assistant, ASC! project
•	 Kim Gilker, Community Liaison, ASC! Project
•	 Tracey Leacock, Project Manager, ASC! Project
•	 Mitra Mansour, Graphic Designer 

Special Thanks: This project would not have been possible 
with out the incredible contributions of the volunteers, partners, 
contributors and funders - in particular the support from the re-
search collaborators, Simon Fraser University and Social Science 
Humanities Research Council.

TEAM:
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WHAT WE DID
Timeline:

•	 November 2014: We held a community 
consultation at SFU Woodwards that was 
attended by 52 people where we asked 
participants: How can the arts illuminate 
and mobilize participation in the 2015 
federal election?

•	 January - April, 2015: Based on 
the feedback from the community 
consultation, we developed the project 
concept and visual identity, sought 
community partners and raised the 
necessary resources for the project.

•	 May	-	June	2015:	In	collaboration	with	the	Wood	Shop	Workers	Cooperative,	we	built	five-foot-tall,	free-standing	chalk	board	letters	that	
spelled the word VOTE to be used for our Creative Publics activations and interactive art installation. 

•	 September 10th – October 2nd, 2015:  In collaboration with mobile art studio Tin Can Studio, we traveled to four sites in Metro 
Vancouver	and	set	up	activation	sites	from	12pm-4pm.	People	passing	by	were	invited	to	make	a	mixed-media	collage	that	reflected	
their	views	on	election	issues	with	collage	materials,	coffee	and	snacks	provided.	After	participants	were	finished	their	collages,	they	
were	asked	to	fill	out	a	short	survey	reflecting	on	their	experience.

•	 October 3rd, 2015: We threw a wrap up party called “Not-a-Party Election Party” in partnership with SFU Institute for the Humanities 
that included live music, comedy, poetry, and short talks from leading organizers about how to get out the vote, how to vote strategically, 
and how to make sure change continues after the election on October 19th.

•	 October 12th - 16th, 2015: After the four activations were completed, we combined all the collages and mounted them on the VOTE 
letters to serve as a collective expression of how participants felt about elections issues. The public art piece was on display SFU 
Harbour Centre lobby from October 12th-16th (the week before voting day).

Community consultation at SFU Woodwards, November 2014



Woodwards Community Choir at Victory Square Park, September 22, 2015 

Collage making at Victory Square Park, September 22, 2015 

Starting in September 2015, Creative Public traveled 
to four outdoor public spaces across Metro Vancouver 
and set up activations sites with the Tin Can Studio 
– a mobile project space housed in a vintage 18ft 
Streamline trailer owned and operated by two local 
artists. 

The activations were free and open to the public 
Participants were invited to engage in range of creative 
and social activities; they could make mixed-media 
collages inspired by elections issues, participate in 
community choir sessions, write what they were voting 
for on life-sized free-standing chalkboard block letters 
that spelt the word VOTE, or simply relax with a cup of 
coffee	and	chat	about	politics	with	the	Creative	Publics	
team.

In early October, after the four activations were 
completed, the artwork of the Creative Publics 
participants was mounted on the VOTE letters 
culminating in a public art installation that was on exhibit 
in front of the Belzberg Library at SFU Harbour Centre 
campus in downtown Vancouver. 

During the week leading up to the election, the VOTE 
installation functioned both as an interactive exhibit 
- mirroring back how participants felt about political 
issues -  and a bold reminder to participate in the 
election. The project began in November 2014 with a 
community consultation and ended in October 2015, 
after the federal election.

WHAT WE DID





RESEARCH

As	a	research	field	study,	this	project	was	used	to	gather	data	on	whether	art-making	
builds	efficacy	and	awareness	around	election	issues.	



Research questions:
•	 How does making art help participants better 

explore election issues?

•	 Does making art increase motivation for 
participants to vote?

•	 In	what	ways	does	making	art	offer	new	avenues	
for voter engagement?

Objectives: Observe the scenes of non-formal 
political engagement in  three urban settings, 
identify the people who participate in non-formal 
political engagement and identify the role of arts-
based practices in political learning and voter 
efficacy.	

Units of observation: Individuals 
participating in the art-making activities, the artists 
involved in facilitation, surrounding spatial context 
of the research sites, community discussion around 
the election and election issues.

Data collected: Collages made by 
participants,	field	notes	recorded	by	the	principal	
investigator, short surveys and on-camera interviews 
with	participants	to	capture	reflections	after	the	art-
making activity. As of the writing of this report, we 
are currently in the processing of cataloguing and 
analyzing this data.

Probe Kits: 

Another dimension of the research included the use of cultural probes, 
a	diagnostic	tool	to	analyze	the	intersection	of	affect,	art-making	and	
politics from the perspective of the artist-facilitators. 

Caroline Ballhorn and Jenny Lee Craig of Tin Can Studio participated in 
a series of art-based activities, where they were asked to use the probes 
to respond to prompts (initiated by the research team) that asked them to 
reflect	on	their	role	as	facilitators	in	an	election-related	creative	activity.	

Activities included taking photographs, drawing small pictures, and 
writing small amounts of text. As of the writing of this report, we are 
currently in the processing of cataloguing and analyzing this data.



SURVEY
AT A GLANCE:
•	 34% of the respondents had never voted in an election
•	 70% of people said they either agreed or strongly agreed that the 

collage-making activity increased their motivation to vote
•	 91% said the collage-making activity was fun
•	 60% said it was way for them to feel engaged with politics
•	 34% of people said they found it educational (they learned some-

thing)
•	 34% said it was helpful for exploring elections issues
•	 0% described it as a waste of time



The goal of the survey was to decipher whether making art increased: 
1) participant knowledge of election issues; 2) their motivation to vote; 
3)	the	efficacy	they	feel	as	a	voter.		The	survey	questions	were	written	
by Principal Investigator Tara Mahoney and the results were gathered 
at three activation sites in Metro Vancouver: September 10, 2015 at 
Surrey Central Plaza; September 17, 2015 at Burnaby Campus Corner-
stone; September 22 and October 2, 2015 at Victory Square Park.  

The survey was open to anyone who participated in the collage making 
activity. We kept the survey short  to ensure the amount of paperwork 
would not discourage people from engaging in the process.  The survey 
consisted of demographic information regarding the age, gender, em-
ployment status and education of the participants as well as a written 
reflection	and	three	questions:

1. Have you ever voted in a federal election?
2. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following state-

ment: Making this collage increased my motivation to vote. (Strongly 
agree, agree, disagree, etc.)

3. Making this collage was……    (check all that apply - fun, a waste of 
time, education, helpful for exploring elections issues, etc.)

Response data:

•	 67 respondents to the survey
•	 44.4% women, 54% men and one transgendered person 
•	 76% were between 19-34 years old; 
•	 75 % had either some university or had completed a university de-

gree
•	 See appendix for more detailed survey information

SURVEY 

“It was good to talk to strangers in my 
community beyond shallow pleasantries.” 
-	written	participant	reflection

Participant interview at SFU Burnaby Campus, September 17th, 2015



IMPACT
The	data	(field	notes,	interviews	and	written	reflections	from	
participants) demonstrated that the project increased motivation 
of participants to vote in the election, created opportunities for 
experiential political learning and dialogue within the communities that 
the project travelled to. 

Reflections	from	the	participants	explain	how	the	project	interrupted	
the patterns of everyday life and invited them into a creative political 
space	where	they	could	quietly	reflect	on	their	complex	feelings		
around election issues.



IMPACT
•	 Direct face-to-face interactions with approximately 500 people through 

the community consultation, the activations and the public talks 
showcasing the research. 

•	 Engagement of approximately 3000 people through display of the VOTE 
installation	in	9	high-traffic	public	locations	over	5	weeks.	

•	 Engagement of 20,000-25,000 people through the Creative Publics 
website and social media co-promotion with partnering organizations and 
Facebook Ads.

•	 Coverage from six media outlets: Vancouver Sun, The Tyee, The Georgia 
Straight, The Peak, CJSW 90.1, iPolitics, CBC The National

•	 One video created showcasing the VOTE installation: https://vimeo.
com/142924370

•	 85 collages made

•	 20 community partnership established through the course of the project

•	 Research presented on October 30th, 2015 at the “Research the 
City” showcase as part of the Simon Fraser University Public Square 
Community Summit

•	 Research presented on November 7th, 2015 at the Media Democracy 
Day panel titled “Beyond Fear & Great Hair: Shaping debate in #elxn42”

•	 Research presented on November 23rd, 2015 at Community Media 
Convergence conference in Ottawa, Canada.

•	 Photo and video documentation of the activations.

•	 Production of a research publications documenting and analyzing the 
project (forthcoming). Collage making at Victory Square Park, September 22, 2015 

“A really good way to bring attention to 
politics. Bring it back to the basics.”

-	written	participant	reflection

http://www.creativepublics.ca/
http://www.creativepublics.ca/
https://vimeo.com/142924370
https://vimeo.com/142924370


LESSONS LEARNED: STRENGTHS 
• Mobility: The mobility of the Tin Can Studio allowed 

us to move around the city activating a variety of public 
spaces	in	different	communities.	The	mobility	of	the	project	
also worked to increased connection across and outside 
SFU campuses by linking the three campuses and creat-
ing partnerships with community organizations. Further-
more,	being	able	to	move	the	project	to	different	locations	
gave us a wealth of interesting material to work with in our 
research analysis. 

• Accessibility and Inclusion: The project created 
conditions for dialogue amongst random members of the 
public through a relaxed and friendly environment  where 
expression took place through art making instead of verbal 
discourse. Because the project was set up in public spac-
es and only required that people know how to cut and glue 
paper, it was accessible to a broad community who did not 
need to have extensive knowledge of either art-making or 
politics. We observed that this approach allowed for quiet 
one-on-one conversations about issues that mattered to 
the	participants.	The	collaging	was	also	effective	in	gener-
ating ideas from people that may/may not consider them-
selves to be artistic or politically engaged. In this regard, 
we heard from participants that the collaging iconography 
we used helped to clarify the values and issues that were 
most important to them leading up to the election. Further-
more, we observed that our presence sparked curiosity 
and our team engaged in several conversations about poli-
tics and voting with people passing by, not did not make a 
collage but engaged with the project nonetheless.

• Adaptability: The project was well balanced between 
being structured and organized while being open for ad-
aptation and iteration during and between the activations. 
By	offering	multiple	entry	points	for	engagement	(collag-
ing, drawing on the chalkboard, singing with the choir, 
having	a	cup	of	coffee)	participants	could	choose	their	
desired level of participation.

• Team: There	was	a	high	level	of	flexibility,	capacity,	
creativity skill, esteem and openness among team mem-
bers. We observed that the enjoyment and ease exuded 
by team members extended itself to our interaction and 
connection with the participants.

• Outreach and media strategies: We were able 
to attract mainstream media attention by capitalizing on 
both existing networks and developing new ones.   The 
relevance of Creative Publics was demonstrated by the 
media coverage it received, the number of participants 
who made collages and the interest from community 
groups to partner with us on the project. We believe these 
outcomes  were the result of the  project’s strengths in 
unique	conception	and	execution.	More	specifically,	the	
project created an inviting space where people could en-
gage in public discourse.

• Partnerships: We were able to attract a large net-
work of partners and collaborators, such as Tin Can 
Studio, Woodwards Community Choir, OPUS Art Supplies 
and campus radio station CJSF 90.1, which allowed us to 
utilize and discover resources, networks and talents that 
contributed greatly to the success of the project.   

 



LESSONS LEARNED: STRENGTHS 
Community Capacity Building: Several com-
munity groups utilized our project for their own engagement 
activities. Three groups used the VOTE letters for their own 
voter engagement projects and we had a two middle school 
classes come to our activations as part of the social studies 
class. These partnerships allowed the project to function as a 
community asset, contributing to the capacity of the engage-
ment ecosystem in Vancouver.

Fun Factor: The overwhelming majority of participants 
mentioned that they found their engagement with Creative 
Publics	to	be	a	fun	activity.	The	project	offered	the	opportuni-
ty to participate in a mode of communication and expression 
long left behind in childhood (collaging, signing in a choir, 
writing on a chalk board). We observed that this led to new 
ideas, ways of thinking, recognition of the importance of the 
right to vote in a way that fun and accessible. Furthermore, 
the public art exhibit at the SFU Vancouver campus contrib-
uted to a sense of aesthetic delight and overall feeling that 
we live in a conscious and engaged student community.
 
Contribution to the field: The use of mobile art-
making for political engagement was a unique approach to 
youth voter engagement, setting it apart from many other 
projects with similar motivations. Since Creative Publics was 
both a research and engagement project, it open up new av-
enues and opportunities for future work that strive to bridge 
academic research and political engagement. 
 

 

Participant quotes from written reflections:

•	 “Gave	time	to	reflect,	think	beyond	the	immediate,	enjoy	fresh	
air, community, in conversation, doing something in a space, I 
just walked by. Great idea - lots of creative options. Great with 
the Tin Can and chalkboard letters.”

•	 “I had an illuminating conversation with a group of fellow 
collages from diverse social and cultural groups. It was 
therapeutic and inspiring.”

•	 “A way to show the issues I’m passionate about. I hope this 
makes an impact on voters. 

•	 “Frustrating because it forced me to acknowledge upsetting 
issues.”

•	 “I am voting! What a lovely interactive way to get people talking 
about the federal election.”

•	 “I appreciate the community singing.”

•	 “Let’s do this again (civic, provincial).”

•	 “Thank you. This is an important community service.”



LESSONS LEARNED: CHALLENGES

 
Limitations of space: We learned that hosting a project 
in outdoor public spaces put several limitations on what we were 
allowed to do on the site and required a lot of time devoted to lo-
gistical planning and bureaucratic navigation (eg: planning for rain, 
getting permits from the City of Vancouver). Also, the constraints 
and policing of semi-private spaces (like Surrey Central Mall) acted 
as a barrier to engagement because we were not able to fully real-
ize aspects of the project. For instance, we were not able to write 
with chalk on the sidewalk or recruit people from inside the mall. 
 
Diversity of Participants: Although we engaged a diver-
sity of people from many varied backgrounds, we recognize that 
this project might predominantly attract those already somewhat 
engaged and interested in politics. It was an ongoing challenge to 
reach	the	disengaged	by	offering	an	activity	they	were	interested	in	
contributing to.
 
Intimidation:	At	the	first	activation,	the	project	portrayed	a	
strong ‘brand’ by designating 'who' was facilitating and 'who' was 
participating through wearing matching team t-shirts and creating 
a closed ‘zone’ for participation. We observed that this was poten-
tially creating demarcations of who was expert and who was not. 
This could have interrupted the original intentions of the installa-
tion, which was to create open, democratic and non-expert-driven 
inquiry.  We also found recruiting to be a considerable challenge 
-	it	was	difficult	to	get	people’s	time	and	attention.	It	was	impor-
tant	to	find	ways	to	sum	up	the	project	that	were	simple,	clear	and	
enticing.

Capacity limitations:	We	had	significant	financial	limita-
tions, restricting the project’s scale and our ability to reach more 
people and gather more data. However given these limitations, we 
had felt there was enough capacity to achieve our key objectives. 
If we had had the capacity, a more robust media strategy and 
complementary lead-up events could have been implemented to 
get more attention. 
  
 

Development of Concept: The development of the 
concept for the project took longer than anticipated and re-
quired several iterations and many revisions. The main chal-
lenges were to develop a realistic concept and a clear sense of 
research direction and outputs. 

Balancing Priorities: Due to our strict budget constraints, 
we	found	it	difficult	to	adequately	address	both	the	objectives	of	
the research and our goal of enabling voter engagement.

Fundraising: The majority of the funds came in piecemeal small 
contributions	($500-$1000)	from	different	departments	across	SFU.	
This created uncertainty around the project scope and hindered our 
ability to plan the activities. Having a centralized body within the uni-
versity that funded larger student engagement projects would have 
been	beneficial	for	this	project.		

Logistics: The logistics of four outdoor events and a public 
installation was challenging, eg: getting permits for the public 
spaces, moving  large VOTE letters and coordinating media 
outreach. More time before and after activations for setup and 
tear-down would have helped with this challenge. However, be-
fore executing  the project we had plenty of a lead planning time 
which made the logistical run smoothly. 

Bureaucratic Barriers: The bureaucratic structures 
within the university hindered the nimbleness of the project. This 
was particularly challenging for managing project expenses. Our 
funding came from several accounts within SFU leading to major 
confusion and resulting in the Project Lead have to shoulder 
$750 of her personal money to bridge project expenses until 
reimbursement. Having one cental account set up for student 
projects that was easily accessible by the project lead would 
have helped alleviate this problem. 



CONCLUSION

 
Perhaps the best lesson we learned was that people 
want to be heard and that listening is a political act. 
Just listening to a stranger talk about their frustra-
tions and fears was incredibly powerful and cathar-
tic for participants as well as facilitators. Infusing 
art-making into these exchanges allowed for these 
feelings to be expressed in a way that honoured 
the complexity and contradiction inherent in political 
discourse. 

As	an	engagement	project,	the	data	(field	notes,	
interviews	and	written	reflections	from	participants)	
demonstrated that the project increased motivation 
of participants to vote in the election, created 
opportunities for experiential political learning and 
facilitated dialogue within the communities that the 
project travelled to. 

As an action research project, Creative Publics 
opened a rare avenue for data collection while also 
encouraging an embodied experience of political 
expression. This allowed participants to explore and 
demonstrate the ways in which issues are connected 
and intersect. The fact that this was done in public 
space illustrated the importance of bringing political 
dialogue to the street, where anyone is given the 
opportunity participate. 

Despite our challenges, reflections	from	the	
participants explained how the project interrupted 
the patterns of everyday life and invited them into 
a creative political space where they could quietly 
reflect	on	complex	feelings	around	election	issues.	

Going forward, we will build on the knowledge we 
gained from this project in order to uncover and in-
novate the ways art-making can transform the politi-
cal. 

Media links:

•	 Vancouver Sun - Encouraging and engaging voters through art

•	 The Tyee - Four Heartening Hints Young Voters Are Paying Attention

•	 The Peak - “Not-a-Party” election party celebrates nonpartisan politics

•	 The Georgia Straight - Creative Publics art project aims to inspire young voters 
in Vancouver

•	 iPolitics - Could this be the election that breaks Canadians’ political apathy?

•	 CJSFF 90.1 FM: Federal Elections 2015 - Creative Publics, Art for Social 
Change

VOTE installation at SFU Harbour Centre lobby, Oct 15, 2015

http://www.vancouversun.com/Video+Encouraging+engaging+voters+through/11322279/story.html?__lsa=04e6-2b0d
http://thetyee.ca/Opinion/2015/10/08/Young-Voters-Canadian-Election/
http://www.the-peak.ca/2015/10/not-a-party-election-party-celebrates-nonpartisan-politics/
http://www.straight.com/news/510711/creative-publics-art-project-aims-inspire-young-voters-vancouver
http://www.straight.com/news/510711/creative-publics-art-project-aims-inspire-young-voters-vancouver
http://ipolitics.ca/2015/10/09/could-this-be-the-election-that-breaks-through-canadians-political-apathy/
https://soundcloud.com/cjsfradio/art-for-social-change-creative-publics-federal-elections-2015
https://soundcloud.com/cjsfradio/art-for-social-change-creative-publics-federal-elections-2015


APPENDIX 1: SURVEY RESULTS 
•	 67 respondents to the survey
•	 44.4% women, 54% men and one transgendered person 
•	 76% were between 19-34 years old; 
•	 75 % had either some university or had completed a university 

degree
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