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ASC! Research Project
From 2013 to 2018, the ASC! Project, a five-year, national research 
project funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
of Canada (SSHRC), explored how the field of art for social change 
(ASC) is evolving in Canada, particularly in the areas of evaluation, 
teaching and learning, and partnerships. 

Partnerships are often the key to the success of 
ASC work, providing connections with participants, 
access to resources (such as space and funding), 
and leverage to enhance the social change impact 
of the work.  There is growing interest in Canada 
in cross-sector partnerships to address social and 
environmental issues, and positive partnership 
experiences often seed future collaboration.  

Our research explored the unique challenges and dynamics of 
partnership development in the field of ASC in order to help build 
capacity for artists and their cross-sector partners to develop fruitful, 
equitable, and sustainable partnerships. Our mixed-methods study 
included:

• A review of existing reports and resources for partnership
development;

• A web-based scan, which surfaced 173 ASC organizations engaged
in partnership work in Canada;

• Interviews with 47 artists, academics, and representatives from ASC
organizations and major funding bodies who are developing and/or
supporting ASC partnerships in Canada;

• 10 arts-infused dialogues with ASC practitioners in Toronto, 
Montreal, Winnipeg, and Vancouver.
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Figure: Percentage of Canadian ASC organizations with at least one 
partner in the listed category

Analysis of our web-based scan of 173 ASC organizations found that 
they partner with a wide range of other kinds of organizations, including 
organizations whose primary focus is a local community (community 
centres, libraries, not-for-profit social services organizations, etc.), and 
large mainstream arts organizations (museums, ballet companies, etc.). In 
addition, ASC organizations often partner with other ASC organizations 
to achieve shared goals. As the field expands, non-arts organizations are 
increasingly interested in the benefits participatory art forms can bring 
to their work.
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Conversations with practitioners surfaced five central facets of 
partnership development that support sustainable collaborations: 

1. Taking time to build trusting relationships
All the practitioners we spoke with described a period of relationship-
building with partners and, often, the community members with whom 
they aim to engage in a project. This takes many forms including informal 
meetings, volunteering with partner organizations, focus groups, 
community consultations, or offering preliminary workshops with 
partners and community members. 

This period of relationship-building is particularly important when 
working across cultures and sectors. It allows prospective partners to 
explore values, goals,  organizational cultures and personalities.  In this 
process, project co-creation (including details that might otherwise be 
overlooked) can become more responsive to community needs and 
interests. 

We heard from many interviewees that it can take up to a year to 
develop strong enough relationships to begin a project. Funding 
deadlines may put pressure on this process as can frequent staff 
turnover: many report that the strength of their partnership rests on 
the interpersonal relationships built with individuals who understand 
and support the work. For this reason, some organizations insist on 
having two primary contacts instead of one. 

“It was important to really take that time to 
develop that relationship, develop the trust, so that 
the water has time to flow down the channel as 
opposed to trying to push it up the pipe too fast, 
right? That’s really, really crucial.”  
— Interview Participant
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2. Developing a shared language and 
understanding of the work
ASC projects often involve multiple partners from diverse sectors 
that operate with different approaches, timelines, expectations, and 
terminology. Some partners may initially be very unfamiliar with arts 
processes, skeptical about their value, or uneasy with the open-ended 
outcomes that are essential to both the arts and social change work. 

Partnerships benefit greatly from having preliminary discussions to 
build a shared vision and common language for the work. Practitioners 
recommend unpacking key terms such as art, community engagement, 
social change, or evaluation in order to avoid misunderstandings and 
assumptions. 

Many artists spoke of the difficulty of having to reframe their work 
in terms that are more familiar to partners or funders, without 
“pandering” or compromising the artistic or social change focus of 
the work. They expressed hope that, over time, and by increasingly 
introducing the language and philosophy of arts-based work, ASC 
practices will become more familiar and recognized as legitimate 
approaches in various fields.

Almost every time that you are building an 
agreement or a practice together, it’s good to go 
through that whole, maybe laborious, process of 
setting the terms, setting the definitions [asking] 
‘Well, this is how I understand this, how do you 
understand it?’” — Interview Participant
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3. Clarifying policies, protocols, and logistics
ASC projects are unique, innovative, and may bring art-making into 
diverse settings such as prisons or hospitals. For projects to run 
smoothly, it is important to discuss and develop agreement about 
myriad details. These include:  

• project logistics (such as budgets, schedules, space and other 
resource allocations); 

• roles and responsibilities, including communication strategies such 
as regular check-ins;

• pre-existing policies and protocols that may impact art-making 
processes;

• questions of safety, ethics, and risk management;

• authorship and ownership of artistic outputs;

• and plans for evaluation and reporting.

The formality of partnership agreements varies greatly –from formal or 
legal agreements to handshakes, depending on the nature of the projects 
and organizational cultures. 

Creating written agreements can help surface unexpected details, 
support accountability and equity, and communicate plans to other 
staff. However, the language of agreements should be accessible to all 
partners, and many practitioners see written agreements as a guideline 
that can be reviewed as projects evolve.

“If the project or the partnership that you’ve got 
starts to go off in a different direction, that’s the 
time I think where you bring back the original 
letter of intention, or your agreement, and reassess 
it and say, ‘is this really what we’re doing? And if it 
is, then let’s get back to what we said, and if not we 
should change it.’” — Interview Participant
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4. Working towards equitable and reciprocal 
partnerships
Our respondents told us that equity, reciprocity, equal voice and respect 
are key guiding principles for the development and sustainability of ASC 
partnerships.  

Power dynamics are inherently part of all collaborative processes; 
partners have different roles, responsibilities, capacities, authority, and 
financial resources. These differences can be particularly problematic 
in partnerships between small, grassroots organizations and larger 
organizations or institutions. Ongoing reflection and dialogue between 
partners about these power differentials can be very productive. 

It is important for all partners to find value in the partnership instead 
of participating as a “favour” or being partners “on paper only,” although 
the form of different partners’ contributions and benefits may differ 
depending on their capacity and interests. The strengths, needs, and 
expectations of different partners should guide the scope and logistics 
of a project. Some respondents found it essential that participants 
also have equal voice in project planning, involving them through focus 
groups or consultations in the planning stages, as well as sharing results 
of research and/or project reports. 

“Fundamentally, partnership is based on mutual 
respect, mutual input, mutual output, that’s really 
the bottom line on how to make the partnership 
work.” — Interview Participant

 

ICASC.ca | info@icasc.ca Page 6 of 9



5. Planning for sustainability
Depending on their goals and available resources, ASC projects and 
partnerships range from one-day workshops to collaborations that 
span decades. Nonetheless, sustainability is a common value for many 
practitioners, informing not necessarily the length, but rather the quality 
and ethical implications of the relationships they build with partners and 
communities alike.

Professional relationships between partners often continue long after 
the conclusion of an individual project, facilitating the development of 
future collaborations. For this reason, many practitioners emphasised 
the importance of building and sustaining positive and respectful 
interpersonal interactions throughout a project. 

The sustainability of a project often depends on a few dedicated 
and determined individuals who keep momentum alive through 
disruptions, such as funding cuts, personnel changes, policy shifts or 
conflicts. As stated above, some practitioners recommend that at least 
two representatives from each partnering organization be involved 
throughout a project.  

Practitioners recommend planning for respectful and inclusive closure 
of a project, including regular debriefs and participation in evaluation 
processes with participants and partners alike.  Some organizations 
integrate capacity building/training with participants, enabling them to 
continue the work. This can be an antidote to the “hit and run” issues of 
some short-term projects. 

We work over years with organizations. And we 
don’t close things generally until it comes to a 
natural close and our purpose here is done, and 
capacity has been built to carry on in whatever 
way this group decides.  — Interview Participant
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Building Capacity for Cross-Sector 
Partnerships
Our interviews surfaced a number of recommendations to open 
opportunities and build capacity for partnerships between artists 
and collaborators working in other sectors. These include:

• Building awareness of the value of the arts for multiple 
sectors, as well as of different models of ASC work through 
research and professional development opportunities.

• Establishing formal networks between ASC practitioners 
to promote knowledge exchange and collaboration. 
Organizations dedicated to developing the ASC field are key, 
as most ASC practitioners are working with limited time and 
resources.

• Expanding communication, networking, exchange, and 
advocacy with diverse organizations and institutions working 
in non-arts sectors including in government, private and public 
foundations, and with innovators working as changemakers 
in multiple sectors. Cross-sector, collaborative approaches, 
including those that address social/environmental issues, 
are currently gaining ground in Canada, providing new 
opportunities for more integration of ASC practices. 

• Increasing the availability of core, multi-year funding, dedicated 
to participatory art forms.

• Simplifying funding applications and reporting structures to 
lessen the administrative burden on small ASC organizations 
and freelance artists. 

• Developing evaluation strategies that are suited to ASC 
work, including qualitative and arts-based  evaluation, 
and longitudinal research that reflects and captures the 
unexpected and long-term impact of this work.
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The International Centre of Art for Social Change (ICASC)  
is accessible 24/7, online. 

ICASC.ca is full of stimulating and useful information about our work and 
the community-engaged arts for social change field, including: about Art for 
Social Change (ASC) organizations, programs and artists; resources, videos, 
essays and articles; the latest research; links, networks and news; and our 
blog. Keep up to date! Stay informed about the exciting field of ASC!

Facebook: @InternationalCentreofArtforSocialChange

Twitter: @ARTSocialCHANGE

An in-depth analysis of our research 
findings will be published online in 
the spring of 2018.

Sign up for our online newsletter, or follow us on social media 
to stay in touch about this and other research activities!

About the ASC! Research Project:  In 2013, the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada 
(SSHRC) provided a $2.5 million grant to support the 
ASC! Project: a five-year, national research initiative 
on art for social change, the first study of its kind 
in Canada. The ASC! Project brings together artists, 
scholars, students and change makers from diverse 
public and private sectors to better understand how 
these practices are evolving in Canada, as well as to 
provide information, opportunities for exchange, and 
resources for both practitioners and those interested 
in learning more about the field.
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