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The ArtCorps 
approach to 

social change

As we begin to work together in this 
pioneering effort to promote the use of art 
as a tool for social action, it is important that 
we take a moment and understand where 
ArtCorps fits in the process and how it 
hopes to add value. 

The words “social change” have been used 
by many to describe a process through 
which people come together to address 
local concerns through communal action. 
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ArtCorps history and strategy

After witnessing the struggle of her grantees in 
attracting attention and communicating complex 
issues to local groups, ArtCorps founder Martine Kellett 
began sending artists to bridge the divide. The success 
of early partnerships led to more demand for artists, 
and ArtCorps was born.

ArtCorps is a pioneering social enterprise 
seeking to advance environmental, health and 
human rights initiatives through the power of 

arts and culture. 

To accomplish this, we recruit and train artists from 
around the world who volunteer for a period of 1-2 
years to train social change organizations in the use of 
art and culture as a strategy to educate, empower and 
mobilize communities. 

Since 1999, 34 artists have partnered with 
16 organizations to share the power of arts 
and culture in development with more than 
100,000 people in Guatemala and El Salvador, 
with plans for expansion to Honduras in 2009.

ArtCorps’ place in art 
for social change 

For centuries marginalized communities have 
turned to the arts to express social concerns 
and to educate the populous about issues 

long ignored. 

Whether it is a dance group in India exposing the 
oppression of women, muralists in Guatemala 
promoting new strategies for sustainable agriculture,   
or a theater troupe in Senegal educating about        
HIV/AIDS – the arts have a unique power to      
inspire people to ignite change.

Each approach to using art as a tool for social 
change is rooted in a shared philosophy that 
art establishes trust, builds confidence and 
develops initiative.  What is unique about 
ArtCorps is its focus on transferring this 

methodology to grassroots organizations to 
use as a tool to mobilize communities around 

particular social and environmental issues. 

Chapter 1  
The ArtCorps approach to 
social change
Whether you are an artist, an NGO staff person or a community member interested in understanding 
how art can make a difference in this process, we are excited to share our approach, knowing that 
each year we will continue to learn from you. We hope that this new or broadened knowledge 
provides the tools you seek as you dedicate your valuable time and energy to an important task: 
building community, from the ground up. 
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Our strategy for engagement relies upon three critical 
players in the process:

• The artists who contribute their incredible talents, 
time and energy as year-long volunteers to share 
art as a tool for social action. 

• The NGOs who, despite little scientific research 
to prove the effectiveness of art as a tool for 
development, acknowledge the potential value 
of this approach and choose to join us in this 
pioneering effort.

• The communities, who demonstrate an openness 
and passion to use the arts to build stronger and 
more peaceful societies.

ArtCorps objectives

1.  To strengthen NGOs by training them to use participatory 
arts to increase knowledge, build skills, and change 
attitudes and behaviors in order to build stronger 
communities.

2.  To perpetuate the use of participatory art as an innovative 
tool for educating and mobilizing communities among 
non-governmental organizations (NGO) and international 
funders.

3.  To create opportunities for artists to use art to catalyze 
social and environmental change.

ArtCorps’ mission
To advance social change initiatives by promoting arts 

and culture as powerful tools to generate cooperative and 
sustainable work between development organizations 

and the communities they serve. 

ArtCorps history and strategy



ArtCorps theory of change

In establishing its theory of change, ArtCorps has based its model on several assumptions:
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• NGOs are seeking new tools for         
community engagement

 Recognizing the potential power of social 
transformation that exists within grassroots 
communities, NGOs around the world seek 
to engage them as partners in the process of 
development. 

Programs developed in partnership with 
local communities stand the best chance 
of taking root and becoming sustainable 

over time. 

 Yet many organizations face challenges in 
this process of collaboration. Often, they 
are competing for the attention and time of 
impoverished communities whose limited 
resources require them to focus on the daily 
struggle to support their families. 

- How does an organization go about attracting 
community members and engaging them in 
productive dialogue about environmental or 
social change? 

- How do they educate communities about 
complex issues and motivate them to participate 
actively in the process of development?

• Arts and culture have the power to inspire, 
educate and organize individuals and 
communities

The arts have the power to attract 
attention, engage people collectively 

in a process of dialogue and reflection, 
enable them to imagine new 

possibilities, and finally initiate the 
action necessary to realize these dreams. 

 ArtCorps has developed a model for change that 
seeks to train NGOs to embed arts and culture into 
their programs in order to improve their ability to 
establish sustainable programs in partnership with 
communities. 

• Artists around the world are interested in 
using the arts to promote social change

Through a rigorous application process, we 
select experienced artists, trained in the 
use of arts for social change, and match 

them with Central American organizations 
for one to two year residencies.  

• It is possible for external agents, working 
in partnership with communities, to serve 
as catalysts for change

ArtCorps gathers the vital human and 
material resources that are necessary 

to achieve success. 

 ArtCorps forms strategic partnerships with 
established Central American NGOs in order to 
improve their capacity to educate and empower 
communities.  ArtCorps identifies NGOs that 
have well-designed programs and expertise in 
environmental conservation, public health, and 
human rights. Across all partnerships, NGOs share 
an interest in improving their ability to develop 
collaborative and productive relationships with 
communities. 



ArtCorps theory of change  
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During this time, artists work in partnership with the 
NGO staff to strengthen existing strategies for outreach 
and education by incorporating arts and culture into 
the framework. 

The artists initiate activities - community 
arts projects - that allow opportunity for 

dialogue and reflection and develop skills 
and understanding of the relevant social and 

environmental issues at hand. 

Throughout the process, ArtCorps program staff work 
closely with the artists and NGOs to guide their mutual 
work toward a shared vision.

Newfound knowledge produces changes in attitude 
and behavior among community members and helps 
to bring greater understanding to the importance of 
the NGOs work. 

The NGO begins to have greater success in 
establishing a productive and collaborative 

relationship with the communities, 
and the communication between the two 

groups becomes more fluid resulting 
in local social action. 

(Intermediate outcomes, outputs and outcomes)

Long-term artist-NGO collaboration over a 3-5 year 
period allows the NGOs to incorporate this model 
and leverage it to achieve the impact they seek: 
mobilizing communities and bringing about a cleaner 
environment, fewer forest fires, or more girls finishing 
high school, for example. During the 3-5 years, 

ArtCorps logic model

Knowing the reality of unpredictable working 
conditions, we present our logic model as a vision 
of what is possible. It can be used as a visual aid in 
describing our work to your colleagues in the field, and 
it can serve as a guide during the planning process, 
when artists and NGO counterparts see how their work 
intersects. Perhaps when artists begin to plan a project, 
this model can help you to articulate its purpose and 
ultimate impact to the organization and community.

ArtCorps’ theory of change is represented 
graphically in a logic model on the next page.  

In order to bring our ideas to life, we have 
included an example that applies the logic 
model to a real ArtCorps project.  Further 
information about this project can be found in 
the Case studies section of the handbook.

Thank you for joining us on this inspiring 
journey to share the power of the arts as 

a tool for social development. 

Each of you is an important part of the puzzle and your 
dedication to this work will have lasting impact on the 
communities you serve. Good luck! We look forward to 
hearing your thoughts as we venture forth together. 

ArtCorps artists seek to mentor local artists in the use 
of arts and culture for social action, ultimately linking 
these artists to the local NGO. 

The ArtCorps program leaves behind 
stronger and more effective NGOs operating 

in collaboration with active and informed 
communities.
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ArtCorps logic model
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Logic model applied


