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What is  
Community-Engaged  
Art for Social Change 
(ASC)?
 
 
A D E F I N I T I O N

Community-engaged art for social change involves the 

creation of art collectively made by groups of people (who 

may not self-identify as artists) about what matters to them. 

This process is facilitated by a specially-trained artist or 

group of artists. 

Designed to engage heads, hearts and hands to nurture 

insight, exchange and action, ASC is a form of cultural 

democracy, using the arts to create dialogue and new 

solutions to often-complex problems. 

https://icasc.ca/
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m u l t i d i s c i p l i n a r y
ASC provides a multi-disciplinary, cross-sector approach to frequently siloed 

change agendas, thus enriching outcomes. In many cases, the process of creation 

becomes more important than the ultimate product. Collective creation enables new 

and innovative forms of dialogue and action by providing safe ways for citizens to: 

express and exchange ideas; develop effective solutions and act on them; improve 

community cohesion; promote individual and community wellbeing. 

ASC involves all art forms: theatre, dance, music, visual and literary arts, urban 

arts (such as hip hop, murals and graffiti) and digital arts. Almost always working 

in partnership with community-based organizations and rooted in social, 

environmental, and political justice, the sector is growing rapidly as individuals, 

communities, governments and organizations increasingly recognize the power 

of these arts-infused, dialogic processes to create positive outcomes in change 

agendas.  

d i ve r s e  f i e l d s  o f  p ra c t i c e
A variety of terms are used to describe the broader field of community-based arts, 

each with its own nuanced goals and practices. These include: socially-engaged 

art, community arts, social practice arts, community cultural development, and 

participatory arts. In addition, the practices of arts education, creative arts therapies, 

Popular Education, recreational arts and creative leadership processes can be 

related to these forms. 
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r i c h  h i s t o r y
The history of ASC in Canada spans over 50 years and Canada is internationally 

recognized as a leader in the field. Across the country, over 400 community-

engaged arts organizations are currently working in partnership with a wide variety 

of other change organizations and institutions. In addition, ASC’s fast-growing 

community of independent artists, many of them young, express a need for learning 

opportunities, including skills development and mentoring.

i m p a c t  i n  c o m m u n i t i e s
The impact of this work is seen in outcomes as diverse as more social inclusion 

for at-risk youth, improved levels of literacy, reduced prison recidivism, more 

effective refugee settlement programs, improved physical and mental public 

health policies and programs, and more sustainable economic development.  

ASC projects are currently addressing human rights and social justice issues, are 

at work in reconciliation processes, are used in strategic planning, for conflict 

resolution, in environmental education and social innovation agendas. This work 

takes place in a variety of settings, including community centres, schools, senior care 

residences, prisons, hospitals and businesses.

 

Examples of Art for Social Change Across Canada

Please see pages 12-13 for examples of ASC projects and the impact they have 

on the communities they engage. 
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Policy Recommendations
from the International Centre of Art for Social Change in 
consultation with the ASC Sector

suggested actions

 » Ensure that community-engaged art for social change (ASC) is 

recognized as a unique and eligible field of practice and that it is 

equitably assessed in the Department of Canadian Heritage’s Arts Policy 

funding programs; 

 » Provide support for the training and mentoring of ASC professionals 

and those entering the field; 

 » Work with community partners and post-secondary institutions to 

provide ASC learning opportunities for emerging practitioners and 

administrators within professional arts training curricula, as well as within 

non-arts contexts; 

 » Work with Statistics Canada and other key partners to conduct 

research on art for social change, including on longitudinal impacts and 

employment and compensation levels;

 » Reinstate “community-engaged art” within the official list of “artistic 

fields of practice” on the Canada Council for the Arts’ portal and 

include information about the sector on the Council’s website;

 » Ensure that the Canada Council’s assessment process is sensitive to the 

unique forms of art for social change practice, including definitions and 

evaluation criteria;

 » Ensure that, when assessing proposals from the sector, Canada Council 

peer juries include artists who have extensive experience and 

knowledge of the field. 
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Policy Recommendations
from the International Centre of Art for Social Change in 
consultation with the ASC Sector

Integrate community engaged art for social 
change (ASC) processes into policy and program 
planning in both arts and non-arts contexts. 

Suggested actions include:

 » Connect with the ASC sector to provide training for departmental and 

political staff on arts-infused facilitation methods to enhance stakeholder 

engagement and creative solution-building; 

 » Integrate ASC processes as part of inclusive planning and community 

consultation processes for local, regional and national initiatives and 

programs;

 » Ensure that ASC projects that align with departmental objectives are 

eligible and equitably assessed in funding programs;

 » Connect with the International Centre of Art for Social Change (ICASC) 

to promote federal opportunities, initiatives and funding programs, so 

that the ASC sector can contribute to social change outcomes; 

 » Support the creation of a national network of locally-based 

communication and resource hubs, to support local ASC knowledge 

exchange within the sector and with other-sector change initiatives across 

Canada;  

 » Contract ASC professionals to help facilitate business planning and 

team-building retreats. 
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Ensure that government research and 
evaluation activities include ASC. 

Suggested actions include:

 » Implement ASC research as an eligible activity within diverse funding 

programs across government departments which will, in turn, inform and 

guide decision-making, program delivery, and evaluation processes;

 » Ensure that scholars, including those not working in post-secondary 

institutions, are eligible to conduct research in partnership with 

community-based organizations;

 » Support community-engaged ASC research in capturing both short and 

longer-term/longitudinal impacts of art for social change initiatives;

 » Conduct a survey of the sector’s current employment and 

compensation levels with the support of Statistics Canada, Employment 

and Social Development Canada and in cooperation with the Cultural 

Human Resources Council and the Department of Canadian Heritage;

 » Coordinate dialogue between academic researchers, government 

officials and community organizations/individuals for cross-sector 

knowledge exchange, inclusive policy and program creation, and 

effective, sustainable forms of action.
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What is ICASC and the 
ASC! Project?

In Canada, the community-engaged art for social change (ASC) sector has been 

formally active for over 50 years. With over 400 ASC organizations, Canada is 

recognized as an international leader in the field. Although ASC, with its unique goals, 

methods, pedagogy and scholarship is rapidly growing in Canada and internationally, 

there are very few organizations designed to support this community of practice. 

Launched in 2007, the International Centre of Art for Social Change (ICASC) is a 

partnership between Judith Marcuse Projects (JMP) and Simon Fraser University 

(SFU). One of only a few similar organizations worldwide, ICASC supports the field of 

community-engaged art for social change (ASC) through professional development 

(including a new, two-year graduate program at SFU), national and international 

networking, research and archival work, and promotion for ASC in advancing social 

change agendas. JMP funds the ongoing activities of ICASC.

future plans

Future plans for ICASC and the ASC sector include: the creation of “brokerages” to 

provide mentorship opportunities for young leaders entering the field, as well as 

connections between ASC artists and non-arts organizations to use ASC practices 

to advance social and community agendas. In addition, ICASC will undertake the 

creation of a resource network across Canada, which will tap into local hubs as 

connection points for knowledge exchange and other forms of support for both 

individuals and organizations interested in ASC work.      

https://icasc.ca/
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Over the last six years, ICASC has led a comprehensive study of the field in 

Canada called the ASC! Research Project, funded by the Social Science and 

Humanities Research Council. This initiative has involved six universities, a wide 

range of community-based community partner organizations, funders, NGOs, and 

35 researchers across the country. The study has included national gatherings and 

conferences, the creation and analysis of a wide range of field studies, arts-infused 

dialogues, the creation of an online evaluation tool and new video resources, as well 

as surveys and interviews.

Our research strongly identifies that, outside of those communities directly impacted 

by and involved in ASC work, there is a general lack of recognition and understanding 

of the sector in Canada, especially at the federal level, despite our global reputation 

as pioneers in the field. Municipal, provincial and foundation funders are recognizing 

its impact and increasing their support for the sector. Unfortunately, this innovative 

and creative change work through the arts is overlooked and thus underutilized in 

the creation and implementation of federal policies and programs.

The policy recommendations in this report are a direct result of this wide-ranging 

investigation of the sector in Canada, its activities and outcomes, partnerships, 

scholarship, aspirations and challenges. 

For further information, including resources, video, research, and more,  

please visit www.icasc.ca.  

6  Universities

Partners 
& Collaborators

35 Researchers

National Gatherings
& Conferences

Field Studies

Research Areas
Evaluation/Impact

Knowledge Mobilization

Partnership Capacity Building

Teaching & Learning

Online Evaluation Tool

Surveys

Interviews

Arts-Infused 
Dialogues

https://icasc.ca/
https://icasc.ca/what-asc-project
https://icasc.ca/asc/field-studies
https://icasc.ca/asc/research-areas
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E X A M P L E S

In Winnipeg, one of Canada’s oldest ASC 

organizations provides free artmaking 

materials, mentoring and access to services 

for participants who enter their street front 

location in the downtown core. The impact 

of artmaking with others has created a 

sense of community for participants while 

also addressing their personal needs and 

potential. 

Theatre, hip hop and digital storytelling 

programs are creating significant and 

positive change for incarcerated individuals 

in prisons across Canada and for those 

transitioning to post-prison community 

living. Long-term studies indicate reduced 

recidivism and diminished tensions within 

participating prison communities.    

A five-year ASC initiative provided three years of free arts 

workshops with four hundred 15 to 18-year-old youth that 

explored the many issues that can lead to teen suicide. A 

large-scale, live multimedia production, based on content from 

the workshops, toured after-hours to mall atria and arenas across 

Canada. The production was complemented by workshops 

with local teen-centred organizations, youth-created suicide 

prevention resources, a film adaptation on national network 

television and creation of a video and teachers’ guide for use in 

schools. Issues that can lead to youth suicide came out from the 

shadows. Parents and teachers were better prepared to address 

this issue openly and many new youth-led initiatives were 

launched across the country, including many local high school 

adaptations of the production’s text. 

In a multi-year process, youth in Nunavut created and recorded 

songs about what mattered to them, affirming their agency and 

exploring positive future paths. Co-facilitated by local Northern 

and Southern musicians, this project strengthened community 

intergenerational relationships, developed youth leadership and 

provided a safe, creative space for expression and dialogue.    

Breast cancer patients in Ontario, unhappy with their hospital 

experiences, worked with an ASC artist to create a play that told 

their stories. They then performed it for medical and other staff, 

resulting in improved hospital practices. A tour of the production 

helped to scale up patient-centred improvements to hospital 

policies in other parts of the province. 
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Hip hop and storytelling programs, 

developed for youth – inner city, First 

Nations, and Inuit – but often working 

intergenerationally, promote the healing 

of individuals and communities. 

Positive changes include: reduction in 

suicide and violence; personal growth 

and confidence; decrease in negative, 

anti-social behaviours; and constructive 

re-engagement with culture and 

communities. These programs build 

long-term sustainability and leaders for 

tomorrow.

Quebec-based social circus programs with street-

involved youth (many of whom had traumatic 

childhoods and/or involvement with drugs, crime and 

other social issues) have had many positive impacts 

for participants. A two-year study showed a doubling 

of the desire to re-engage with their education and 

considerably higher levels of social inclusion.   

Recently-arrived female immigrants 

to Canada participate in a program that 

brings them together in the creation 

of quilts and conversation about their 

experiences, hopes and dreams for 

their future. They report a reduction 

in their sense of isolation, increased 

understanding of each others’ histories, 

their present circumstances, and trust of 

support services. 

Many ASC projects in Canada are with seniors, 

including a current multi-year, digital storytelling project 

and a recent visual arts initiative which saw the creation 

and exhibition of 100 paintings, photos, installations, 

video and sculpture about the creators’ perspectives 

on growing old. Public workshops and dialogues 

explored the many challenges of aging and have 

resulted in policy recommendations, including on issues 

of isolation and poverty.    

A three-year theatre-based process in Vancouver 

began with a series of workshops, forums and 

interviews exploring the roots of addiction with people 

from Vancouver ’s Downtown East side. A giant-screen 

shadow play emerged almost three years later from the 

recollections/reflections of over one thousand residents 

and their collaborators (designers, musicians, directors, 

and writers and over fifty community performers 

and crew). This process became a celebration of the 

community’s resilience while also providing proposals 

for changes to Canada’s drug policies.



This report was produced with support from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC), 

Simon Fraser University, the ASC! Research Project National Team and Global Public Affairs. Thank you to the many 

organizations, research partners, federal officials, and others, whose insights have informed our recommendations.
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C o n t a c t
email:  info@icasc.ca  

web: icasc.ca   

facebook:  InternationalCentreOfArtForSocialChange  

twitter:  @ARTsocialCHANGE

https://icasc.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/InternationalCentreOfArtForSocialChange
https://twitter.com/ARTsocialCHANGE
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