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Introduction 
Art Not Shame (ANS), founded in 2017, is a Guelph-based community-engaged not-for-profit 
charitable organization that serves youth and young adults across Ontario. ANS seeks to amplify 
the creativity, stories, and voices of youth and adults through equity-seeking and community-
building multidisciplinary arts-based programming. ANS employs co-creative artmaking as a way 
to speak back to “systemic forces that perpetuate cycles of shame and the undermining of self-
worth” with an aim to “shape community by intentionally building supportive and transformational 
social spaces” (Art Not Shame, 2019).  

In the Summer of 2020, ANS launched a project titled “The Mural Project: Art in Hard Times”. 
The goal of this project was to create a digital mural1 using audiovisual recordings and visual art 
in an effort to bring people together, encourage creativity and better understand the impact of the 
pandemic on a range of individuals. Recruitment focused on engaging members of the 
community who self-identified as one or more of the following: newcomers, LGBTQ2I+, Black, 
Indigenous, and people of colour, adults with developmental exceptionalities, street-engaged, 
and/or youth struggling with mental health and addictions. ANS ensured that the program was 
accessible to everyone by working with their community partners to assist participants through 
the process, as they recognized that access to internet, computers and art supplies may have 
been a challenge for some.  

The project’s artistic lead artist, Melanie Schambach, led participants through a six-week online 
process through a combination of emails, instructional videos, and creative exercises all 
designed to be completed remotely. The Mural Project’s team helped to distribute art supplies 
and provided logistical support for the project. The participants collaborated to create the main 
themes for the mural which included: racial inequality, homophobia, mental health stigma, police 
brutality, disability advocacy, gender equality, culture, social action, uncertainty, equal access to 
food, shelter and income, knowledge sharing, community connection, integrity, love, faith, 
empathy, transformative justice, creation and being in relation to difference. A team of 10 artists 
from the community acted as mentors (“Art Buddies”) to guide participants through the process, 
and worked in smaller groups with project participants to help them create their own visual story 
and section of the mural through sewing, print-making, found objects, watercolour, acrylic 
painting, and photographic collages. At the end, each participant also provided a written 
description of their piece and had the option of submitting video and photo footage to accompany 
their submission. There were musical soundscapes and original songs based on participants’ 
contributions and experiences that were written by a local musician, Joni NehRita, who 
witnessed the entire process. Overall, there were approximately 67 people involved, including 
participants, the team of artists, the witness, and knowledge holders. Out of these 67, 42 were 
involved from start to finish.  

In the summer of 2020, ANS approached the Research Shop part of the Community Engaged 
Scholarship Institute (CESI) at the University of Guelph, to assist in evaluating the impacts of 
The Mural Project on participants. ANS was keen to understand the successes and challenges 
from the participants perspective during the six-week program. In addition, as a funded project, 
ANS was required to report project results to their partners and funders.  

 
1 The link to the final mural can be found on the Art Not Shame website by the end of November. 

http://www.artnotshame.com/
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Research Goals 
The Research Shop and ANS developed the research methods and deliverables around the 
following goals: 

• Conduct a project evaluation of The Mural Project to report to funders and partners, and; 
• Determine the successes and lessons learned from the six week program  

Methods 
This research employed a survey to better understand the experiences of the participants in the 
project. The surveys were designed collaboratively between the research team and community 
partner and included open and closed-ended questions. ANS solicited responses (n=26) using 
an e-survey hosted on Qualtrics. A paper copy was also made available to ensure it was 
accessible to all participants. There were 26 participants who completed the survey. No paper 
copies were received, which may demonstrate a limitation in the survey reaching all participants. 
The survey questions consisted of multiple choice, Likert scale, and short answer questions. 
Data was collected throughout the month of August and the first week of September of 2020.  

Results  
Demographics 
Gender, Age and Sexual Orientation 

• The majority (67%) of those who completed the survey identified as women.  
• Two respondents each identified as non-binary, gender fluid and a man.  
• One respondent each idendified as agender, two-spirit and questioning.   
• Participants’ age varied from 18 to 84, with the majority (81%) of participants between 

ages of 18 to 54.  
• 42% of participants identified as belonging to the LGBTQ2I+ community; the remaining 

participants either did not identify with the LGBTQ2I+ community (46%) or did not 
respond/preferred not to respond (12%). 
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Figure 1: Gender of Participants 
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Figure 2: Age of Participants 
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Ethnic Background 
• The participants identified as a range of ethnic backgrounds, with the most frequently 

reported being White/European (38%), followed by South Asian (23%), Indigenous/First 
Nations/Metis/Inuit (19%) and Black/African/Caribbean (12%).  

• One person each identified their ethnic background as Southeast Asian and Arab. 
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Figure 3: Ethnic Background of Participants 
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Mental Health and Drug Use 
• The majority of respondents (77%) reported experiencing anxiety and depression (73%). 
• Other disorders reported include: post tramatic stress disorder (PTSD)/complex PTSD (4 

participants) and OCD, mood disorder and schizophrenia (1 participant each).  
• The majority of participants reported no history of dependance on a drug or substance 

(77%). The remaining participants noted they had not been dependent on drugs for the 
past six months (12%) or past year (8%).  

Housing 
• With the exception of two participants that preferred not to answer, all participants 

indicated having an accommodated housing situation (i.e., stable housing- owned or 
rented; minor living with parent or guardian).  

The Mural Project’s Impact on Participants 
Participants were asked a series of questions related to their experiences in the program. 
Quantitative questions asked participants to rate their agreement with thirteen statements related 
to their experiences in the program. The qualitative questions asked participants to elaborate on 
benefits of the workshop, specifically in regard to reducing pandemic related isolation and 
working with a community member, and also asked them to reflect on any challenges they 
experienced. The results are presented below.   

Overall Participant Experience  
• The majority (96%) of participants felt that they would recommend the program to a friend 

and 85% of participants felt that they would participate in a similar program again.  
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• When asked how they felt about the workshop, the majority (88%) either agreed or 
strongly agreed that it was a positive experience. The remaining 12% of participants 
provided no response. 

• The majority of participants (88%) agreed or strongly agreed that the workshop helped 
them better understand the value of doing art together; 12% of participants felt neutral. 

• When asked if the workshop made them feel more creative, 80% agreed or strongly 
agreed that it did. One participant each disagreed or was neutral, and three did not 
respond. 

Figure 4: Participants rated the extent to which they indicated with statements relating to their 
experience in the workshop.   
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Opportunities for Participants  
• Participants were asked to rate the opportunities they experienced in the workshops. 

While a few participants chose not to respond to the questions, the majority of 
participants agreed or strongly agreed that the workshops offered them several 
opportunities.  

• The majority of participants (92%) agreed or strongly agreed that the workshops allowed 
them to express their feelings through art.  

• Most participants (81%) agreed or strongly agreed that the workshops allowed them to 
voice important messages to the world and over three quarters (77%) agreed or strongly 
agreed it allowed them to process what is going on in the world (in relation to the 
pandemic).  

• Nearly three quarters of participants (73%) agreed or strongly agreed that the workshops 
allowed them to learn something new about themselves and also allowed them to 
contribute to a social movement.  
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Figure 5: Participants rated their agreement with numerous statements related to the 
opportunities gained through the workshops. 
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Benefits of Participating in a Group 
• Participants were asked several questions around how participanting in a group made 

them feel. While a few participants choose not to respond/did not respond, the majority of 
participants indicated that the workshops offered them numerous opportunities.  

• Half of the participants (50%) agreed or strongly agreed that participation in the group left 
them feeling more connected to others in the group. Other participants were neutral 
(35%), disagreed (8%) or did not respond (8%). Just over half of the participants (58%) 
agreed or strongly agreed that they felt more connected to the community. 

• The majority (88%) of the participants felt more energized after participating in The Mural 
Project and just over half (54%) agreed or slightly agreed that their emotional wellbeing 
improved as a result of participation.  
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Figure 6: Participants were asked to rate how much they agreed with several statements related 
to how participation in the group made them feel.  
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Pandemic Related Isolation 
• Participants were asked if the program has been helpful in reducing social isolation 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Just over three quarters of participants (76%) reported 
that it did help in some way.  

• Many participants valued the connections the workshops made to community members 
that they otherwise may not have met.  

o Despite limited space or location, participants were able to explore innovative 
ways of connecting with new people.  

o Some said that participating helped “force” them to interact with people while 
social distancing.  

o One participant noted “This program has helped people connect within the 
community while social distancing and staying safe.”  

o Another participant noted that the project “Brought a sense of community and a 
constant during uncertain times.”  

• The workshops also fostered a sense of togetherness for many participants.  
o Participants were able to discuss important topics (such as the Black Lives Matter 

movement and violence, the pandemic, mental health and housing), while 
connecting and learning from each other.  

o They were also able to openly discuss how they were feeling at that time. 
• Participants mentioned that the program kept them busy and provided them with an 

activity to look forward to during uncertain times.  
• They also learned new art skills that could be continued throughout the pandemic to keep 

them connected.  
o One participant stated “I do feel that I benefited from this program because I was 

able to express myself through art, while also being able to feel connected to a 
larger community.” 

• Completing the art projects ultimately provided many participants with a sense of control 
in unprecedented times and took their mind off of harder topics. 
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o One participant specifically stated that they “love the interaction and taking my 
mind off what is going on in the outside world that I cannot control. This allows me 
to control my world and have positive feelings and keep me connected with like 
minded young people”  

Participants enjoyed working with a member of the community 
• Working within their groups and with their Art Buddy made them feel good about 

themselves and their art.  
o Participants expressed that the Art Buddies were engaging, patient, great 

teachers, and gently encouraging.  
 Participants also mentioned that it was helpful to have a Art Buddy to turn 

to, learn from, and share ideas with. 
o One participant noted “I enjoyed working with the members in our community 

because we were able to uphold in depth discussions whilst being respectful.”  
• Participants also appreciated attempts to make the group accessible for all and to create 

an open and safe space for people to come together, express their thoughts and feelings, 
and be creative. 

Participants felt that they benefited from taking part in the program 
• The majority of participants (81%) reported that they benefited from the program. Many 

noted it helped get them out of their comfort zone and to learn new things.  
o They garnered new art skills and were inspired to continue exploring different art 

forms after the program ended.  
o Some were even inspired to start their own similar programs with the goal of 

helping others who might feel isolated, such as in fly-in communities. 
o One participant reported “Yes, I absolutely benefited. Generally, I am very 

introverted, and I rarely do new things, and this was a good way for me to get out 
of my comfort zone in a way that I had fun with.” 

• Participants felt that they were able to express themselves through art.  
o One participant discussed having difficulty sharing their knowledge through 

written language, and the program taught them new ways to use art as a method 
of expression.  

o Participants were also able to learn more about themselves through the project. 
One participant stated that they benefited from the program because they “got the 
opportunity to work with a medium I hadn't before, and I was able to introspect 
and discover a bit more about who I am and what's important to me through the 
project.” 

• Taking part in the project gave participants an opportunity to wind down, relax, and ease 
their mind. It also allowed them to connect with others and learn from them, as well as 
hear different opinions and perspectives on topics. 

Lessons learned 
The following section highlights the lessons learned as shared by project participants. The 
results are organized into major themes from the results.  
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Instructions and guidance  
• Participants noted that one significant challenge was that the reading and instructions 

were difficult to understand and follow.  
• Participants expressed a need for simple instructions and more guidance throughout the 

process. For example, one participant stated that as a result of their ADHD, it was 
challenging to understand and follow, and therefore the instructions should be simplified.  

Meetings and structure  
• Some participants identified a need for more structure or more frequent meetings to help 

them with the overall process. For example, one participant identified a need for more 
interaction in the art style groups, suggesting weekly check ins as an opportunity to learn 
about other participants’ experiences and share any challenges. This participant noted 
that perhaps they would have learned more through the art style groups if there was 
more interaction.  

• A few participants empasized the desire for more large group meetings and some 
participants also noted they would have liked set times for connecting with their Art 
Buddies.  

• One participant noted that it was sometimes difficult to find time to attend the meetings 
and participate.  

Technology  
• The use of technology and participating in an online environment was difficult for some 

participants.  
• There were concerns about internet issues during Zoom meetings and not being able to 

hear instructions as a result.  
• It was noted that the virtual aspect did make it difficult and in-person sessions would have 

resulted in a better experience, but the participant recognized that circumstances 
surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic made this impossible.  

Creative expression and art making 
• For some participants, the artist aspect was challenging as it was not an area where they 

were completely comfortable. Specifically, the technical part of the art aspect was difficult 
for some participants. 

• The abstract ideas were difficult for some participants, which made it difficult to fully 
understand big ideas and concepts. 

• Some participants noted that a certain type of art they were working with was unfamiliar 
to them and quite challenging.  

• One participant noted that it was challenging to think of a specific story that was 
important and it was then also difficult to translate that into art because they were not a 
natural artist.  
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Conclusion  
This report provides an overview of the strengths, benefits, and lessons learned through this Art 
Not Shame project. It is evident that the project was a success and that participants thoroughly 
enjoyed taking part in it. Many participants felt inspired and that they benefited from the project. 
However, there were some lessons learned and areas for improvement based on feedback from 
participants in this survey.  

Overall, given that most participants had a positive experience, it is evident that this format was 
successful and allowed participants to feel a community connection through artistic expression. 
Specifically, participants felt that it helped them learn new art skills, establish new community 
connections, and distract them from the pandemic and give them something to do while social 
distancing. One participant identified a need for this type of program to occur more frequently in 
the community, although they recognized this may be a challenge given the extensive time and 
resources required.   
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