
Arts-B sed Ev lu tion 

K ryn Hurlbut  nd Astrid Brousselle 
Univer ity of Victoria, Victoria, Briti h Columbia, Canada 

Abstra t: Arts-b sed ev lu tion is  n effective w y to eng ge people  nd 
uncover me ningful, v lid results. In the project th t w s used to inform this 
 rticle,  n  rts-b sed  ppro ch w s used to g in  n underst nding of the effects 
the Communities ChooseWell Progr m h s h d  ccording to the Ch mpions’ 
experiences. Communities ChooseWell is  n Albert  Recre tion  nd P rks 
Associ tion Progr m th t promotes he lthy e ting  nd  ctive living in commu-
nities  cross Albert . The ev lu tion w s completed using  n  rts-b sed 
 ppro ch which  llowed us to explore v ried long-term effects in different 
contexts. The  rts used within this project include p inting, writing n rr tives, 
 nd quilting. This  rticle will present some reflections  nd recommend tions 
th t could inform ev lu tors th t  re interested in using  rts-b sed  ppro ches. 
This  rticle st rts with inform tion from relev nt liter ture  bout  rts-b sed 
 ppro ches to ev lu tion followed by wh t w s le rned throughout the Choose-
Well  rts-b sed ev lu tion  nd recommend tions for ev lu tors when pl n-
ning  n  rts-b sed ev lu tion. 

Keywords:  rts-b sed  ppro ches,  rts-b sed ev lu tion, visu l  rts, quilting, 
community development 

Résumé : Utiliser l’ rt en év lu tion est un moyen effic ce d’obtenir des résult ts 
signifi nts et v lides tout en encour ge nt l  p rticip tion. D ns ce projet, l’ rt   
été utilisé pour identifier les effets du progr mme Communities ChooseWell, selon 
l’expérience de ses le ders commun ut ires. Communities ChooseWell est un pro-
gr mme de l’Associ tion Albert ine des P rcs et Loisirs (Albert  Recre tion  nd 
P rks Associ tion Progr m) qui promeut, d ns les commun utés  lbert ines, 
l’ doption d’une  liment tion s ine et d’un mode de vie  ctif. D ns cette év lu -
tion, l’utilis tion d’une  pproche  rtistique   permis d’ n lyser les effets à long 
terme du progr mme d ns différents contextes d’impl nt tion. Les moyens d’ex-
pression utilisés sont l  peinture, l’écriture et l  t pisserie. Cet  rticle offre des 
réflexions et recomm nd tions qui seront utiles pour les év lu trices et év lu -
teurs désir nt utiliser des  pproches  rtistiques. D ns cet  rticle, nous présentons 
l’ét t des conn iss nces sur l’utilis tion de l’ rt en év lu tion, puis nous discutons 
de notre expérience d ns le c dre de l’év lu tion du progr mme Communities 
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ChooseWell. Fin lement, nous formulons cert ines recomm nd tions pour ceux 
et celles qui considérent intégrer l’ rt à leurs projets. 

Mots  lés :  rt,  pproches  rtistiques,  rts visuels, t pisserie, développement 
commun ut ire. 

INTROD CTION 
This article offers some reflections to provide guidance to evaluators interested 
in using arts-based approaches in their evaluations with the hope that it will con-
tribute to increasing use of such approaches in the evaluation field. 

Reflections and recommendations are based on a recent evaluation project 
which used an arts-based approach to evaluate an Alberta Recreation and Parks 
Association (ARPA) program called Communities ChooseWell (referred to as 
ChooseWell). ChooseWell is a preventative capacity-building program that aims 
to improve nutrition and physical activity in communities across Alberta. The 
evaluation sought to understand the changes fostered by the ChooseWell pro-
gram over the last ten years. Two visual arts methods were used in the evalua-
tion. Acrylic and watercolor painting were chosen because it is an arts medium 
that is familiar to a large group of people and therefore would appeal to a 
broader audience. Quilting was selected as the other visual arts medium because 
the main author (also the evaluator on this project and called as such below) is 
familiar with it. Quilts have been used for centuries to tell family stories, com-
memorate events, and represent social experiences (Ball, 2012). First, partici-
pants used painting, either watercolor or acrylic, to reflect and portray the 
changes in their communities the ChooseWell program has fostered. They also 
provided a written narrative to accompany their artwork. The participants were 
asked to make the narrative one page or less. Second, participants co-created the 
design for a quilt by organizing the different art pieces produced. The evaluator 
then created the quilt based on the participants’ design. Evaluator chosen 
excerpts from the narratives were used on the final quilt. 

This article starts with information from relevant literature about arts-based 
approaches to evaluation followed by what was learned throughout the Choose-
Well arts-based evaluation. It ends with recommendations for evaluators when 
planning an arts-based evaluation. 

Overview  f Meth d 
This article aims at providing some reflections on the use of arts-based 
approaches in evaluation. The reflective analysis took place once the data collec-
tion and analysis were completed while cutting and piecing the final quilt 
together, which took about six weeks. There were no guiding questions used in 
these reflections. The reflections focused on what implementing an arts-based 
approach brought to participants and to the project, the challenges experienced 
and what could have been done differently. The reflective analysis was based on 
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observations noted during the project and collected during the study from the 
participants’ feedback. Observations were made weekly through the data collec-
tion phase and after the quilt design session. Participant feedback was collected 
mainly through the quilt design session, but the participants also had access to 
the evaluator via email throughout the project. There were six participants 
involved in the evaluation; they are ChooseWell Champions from communities 
across Alberta that have been Champions for ten or more years. 

In the evaluation, the participants each had an opportunity to interpret 
their artwork and each other’s through the one-page narrative and the quilt 
design session. The quilt design session was transcribed and included in the eva-
luation report provided to the Communities ChooseWell organization. 

ARTS-BASED APPROACHES IN EVAL ATION 
Arts-based approaches to research and evaluation appear in the literature under 
many different terms such as art inquiry, arts-based qualitative inquiry, and 
arts-informed research (Leavy, 2020). In addition to diverse terminology, pro-
jects that use arts-based methods vary with respect to the degree to which crea-
tive practice is used. The creative arts provide an opportunity for participants to 
engage in the evaluation process (Simons & McCormack, 2007). Arts encom-
passes different mediums, including performance arts, literary arts, and visual 
arts (to name a few). The arts are an approach for representation and expression 
and encourage different ways of knowing (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Simons & 
McCormack, 2007; Mertens, 2018). In this article, the arts-based approaches to 
evaluation are defined as using creative arts at one or more stages within a pro-
gram for evaluation purposes (Simons & McCormack, 2007; Mertens, 2018; 
Charlton, n.d.). This evaluation used arts-based research. 

Barone and Eisner (2012) distinguish two dimensions of art in arts-based 
approaches: the process (e.g., taking a picture) and the object (e.g., the picture). 
Therefore, arts-based methods can be used in two ways in one project. It can be 
the process used to collect the data and the way the researcher represents and 
presents the data (Leavy, 2020). The ChooseWell evaluation included both 
dimensions of art; it was used as the process to collect data with the ChooseWell 
Champions, and the painting and narratives were used in the final quilt, which 
is the main art object. 

The engagement of participants in the arts can create a personal connection 
to the project (Eales & Peers, 2016; Simons & McCormack, 2007; Mertens, 
2018). Art is special. It can be a powerful experience that increases a sense of 
belonging, builds empathy and trust, and is rooted in feeling (Blumenfeld-Jones, 
2016; Monk, de Oliviera Jayme, & Salvi, 2019; Barone & Eisner, 2012; Bishop, 
Etmanski, & Page, 2019). Arts-based practices can capture deeper meaning and 
provide deeper understanding about complex topics (Barone & Eisner, 2012; 
Ashworth, 2020). It creates a space for participants to express themselves and 
can capture meaning about what people know and how they live that they may 
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not be able to express in a non-creative way. It allows us to view the world differ-
ently (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Simons & McCormack, 2007; Mertens, 2018; Eales 
& Peers, 2016; Charlton, n.d.). Art can engage participants in the process of 
meaning-making (Eales & Peers, 2016). Saarnivaara (2003) spoke of meaning-
making in regard to the past and how our stories are able to be rearranged, rede-
scribed, reinvented, and revised. It can invite participants to bring their whole 
selves to the evaluation process (Ashworth, 2020). Through the act of creating, 
participants take an active role in producing and transmitting their stories, cul-
ture, and identities (Bishop et. al., 2019). Arts-based approaches encourage dif-
ferent ways of thinking—for the participants and the audience. In the 
ChooseWell evaluation, using the arts illuminated non-tangible changes in the 
community such as a shift in mindset around healthy eating and active living. 

WHAT WAS LEARNED 

An Arts-Based Appr ach Pr vides Space f r Multiple Ways  f Kn wing 
Using an arts-based approach provided space for different ways of knowing and 
multiple meanings at many stages of the project. One key learning about arts-
based approaches is that they will not end in one final truth—there will be space 
for different perspectives and for conversations to emerge (Barone & Eisner, 
2012; Eales & Peers, 2016; Leavy, 2020). Through the creation of multiple mean-
ings, the process allows for deeper engagement and reflection, which are tied to 
the impact and credibility of the project (Leavy, 2020). The artwork within the 
final quilt has multiple meanings and with the text provided by the participants 
we can see what messages they wanted to convey through their artwork. 

The Need t  Mitigate the Evaluat r’s Interpretati n 
A challenge in arts-based approaches is (over or mis-) interpreting the art 
objects (Simons & McCormack, 2007). To minimize this risk, participants were 
provided space to share the meaning behind their art by writing a one-page nar-
rative and participating in a group activity where they could discuss the art 
pieces together. This allowed the participants thoughts and reflections to be 
centred in the final quilt. This was also addressed through the evaluator’s self-
reflection throughout the process. During the quilt design session, an unex-
pected challenge occurred; the participants did not have enough information 
about the quilting process and the skills of the quilter, so they were unable to 
visualize and provide suggestions for what was possible or not within the quilt 
design. That is why the base design was done first, and mock-ups were sent to 
the participants via email to get feedback. This challenge could have been over-
come by clearly explaining what quilting techniques could be used and show 
some previous work so participants can see what is possible. 

Displaying the artwork and direct quotations from the quilt design session 
along with excerpts from the narratives provided the ability for the evaluator 
and the audience to understand participant-generated meaning of their artwork. 
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Without the text (quotes and narratives), the artwork would have been only 
open to interpretation by the evaluator and the audience. Allowing the partici-
pants to tell the audience the meaning behind their artwork enables them to tell 
the story that they wanted to share about their experiences in the ChooseWell 
program. Other evaluators will want to consider providing a way for participants 
to describe the meaning of their artwork when planning an arts-based evalua-
tion. This important step can help strengthen the findings and support expres-
sing the meaning intended by the participants. 

Creating a Shared Experience 
Arts-based approaches can allow the participants to feel a sense of belonging, 
empathy, and trust (Blumenfeld-Jones, 2016; Monk et. al., 2019; Barone & Eis-
ner, 2012; Bishop et. al., 2019). In arts-based research articles, it is indicated that 
the researcher and the artists spend a lot of time together (Ball, 2002; Clover, 
2011). Due to the geographical reach of the ChooseWell program and the 
COVID-19 pandemic, along with how the evaluation was structured, the evalua-
tor did not spend a lot of time with the participants. Despite this, there were still 
signs the participants showed that indicated there was trust within the group. 
This trust was shown at the quilt design session where participants indicated 
feeling vulnerable but still were able to share their artwork. When one partici-
pant pointed out this vulnerability, others were quick to agree and were able to 
empathize with each other and have a shared experience. One participant said 
“As adults, we are very critical of what we can’t do very well, and I think that this 
was certainly true of this project. Feeling quite vulnerable, it took me a long time 
to come up with the vision for the work that I ultimately created.” 

This project was successful in capturing lived experience and hopefully will 
create a connection between the artists and the audience (Ashworth, 2020). By 
looking at the quilt, the audience can visually interpret the experiences the Cham-
pions have had through the years. Each participant was able to express the mean-
ing of their art verbally and in text. While the participants expressed the meaning 
of their art, it is still open to some interpretation, which allows the audience to 
create a connection as well. 

Arts-Based Appr aches May N t Be f r Every ne 
Some participants expressed feeling discomfort with creating art. This discom-
fort became clear when recruiting participants, and one interested person called 
to ask some questions, and they ended up deciding not to participate because 
they were uncomfortable creating art. During the quilt design session, many of 
the participants stated that they were not artists or that they tried their best 
before presenting their artwork. It was as if they wanted to provide a disclaimer 
before sharing. One participant said the following: 

I have never been with a bunch of adults that have been so vulnerable, doing their 
paintings. This has been the hardest thing because you think about it and what you 
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are going to do and how you are going to do it and what are other people going to 
think. So, kudos to everybody, it has been a challenge. 

It was important for the participant to verbalize that vulnerability that 
everyone was sharing with each other, and it was meaningful that it came from 
another participant. As the evaluator did not create any artwork to show, she 
was not in the same space of vulnerability as the participants were. In future eva-
luations, it could be beneficial to create a space for the participants to gather and 
reflect and create the artwork in the same space but individually. By doing the 
artwork individually but in the same room, the participants would still feel the 
vulnerability that they felt but may not feel so alone. 

Dealing with Unexpected Circumstances 
The COVID-19 pandemic presented unexpected circumstances for this evalua-
tion. The data collection phase coincided with the implementation of the 
Restrictions Exemption Program (REP)—mandated by the Alberta Government. 
The REP impacted the participants working in recreation facilities and increased 
their workload, making it difficult to reach timelines for the evaluation. Yanow 
(2009) discussed being willing to let go of the sense of control over the situation. 
It was important to let go of the timelines to adapt to the evolving context and 
allow for space for participants to contribute when they could. The evaluator 
needed to constantly adapt to the changing context the participants were experi-
encing and communicate with them to identify their needs for being able to con-
tinue to participate in the evaluation. Including in the evaluation design self-
reflections along with check-ins with participants provides space and opportu-
nities to adapt as the context evolves. 

Technology also presented an unexpected challenge for some rural partici-
pants. Since they did not have reliable internet, we had to problem-solve to 
include them in the quilt design session. One tactic used for rural participants 
was to turn off their video and participate using audio only. 

Rec mmendati ns When Planning an Arts-Based Appr ach 
Evaluati n 

U eful for community project  
An arts-based approach lends itself to working with community and aligns well 
with community development approaches such as asset-based community 
development. Using an arts-based approach helps create a more engaging and 
inclusive space. It would also highlight some of the gifts and abilities community 
members have and are willing to share. Arts-based approaches are conducive to 
community development programs/projects/initiatives because of the impacts it 
can have such as increase trust, a sense of belonging among others. Using arts-
based approaches can help create a sense of community (Bishop et. al., 2019). 
For the evaluator, having a final art piece to present, which gathers the different 
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views and experiences of the participants in a creative but also very concrete way 
to give a sense of pride. 

Including the participants from the very beginning would allow them more 
influence to shape the evaluation question. For this project, the evaluator worked 
with the Program Manager of ChooseWell to create the scope and evaluation 
question, then designed the evaluation with the Program Manager’s feedback. 
 ow would have the project been impacted if the scope had been developed 
with the program manager and the evaluation question with the participants? 
Would the evaluation question have been the same? What insights could have 
come from that process? 

Many Ways t  Use Art Within Y ur Evaluati n 
There are many mediums of art that can be used in an arts-based evaluation, 
such as, fiction writing, poetry, dance, film, along with many others. There are 
also many different uses of mediums of art within evaluations. They can be used 
simultaneously or sequentially to find the right design for the evaluation. Arts-
based approaches can be incorporated into evaluation frameworks and can be 
used alone or with other methods to gather data and to present data. Evaluators 
need to be intentional with which artistic medium they choose and how they 
structure the methodology of an arts-based evaluation in order to answer the eva-
luation question. The context of the evaluation, budget, and timelines will impact 
which artistic medium and method are used. The evaluators’ comfort and skills 
with artistic mediums also will play in role in the choices they will make. In the 
ChooseWell evaluation, the medium of quilting was chosen to share the evalua-
tion results in part because the evaluator had the ability and knowledge to quilt. 

It was valuable to use art in multiple areas of the ChooseWell evaluation. 
Art was used within the data collection, analysis, and the final presentation. The 
invitation that went out to participants was a short one-minute video showing 
painting and explaining what the benefits of participation were. An evaluator 
could start small by using art within one aspect of their project and grow and 
explore opportunities to use it more as they gain confidence and experience. 

Present the Findings in Ways that Amplify the Participants’ V ices 
The final quilt is intended to communicate the collective story of this evaluation. 
Quilts have been used to tell stories for centuries (Ball, 2002; Clover, 2011). The 
quilt is impactful in this project because it takes the individual artwork and cre-
ates a community story. It allowed space for both individuals and the collective. 
It is also beneficial that a quilt will last a long time and is an interesting way for 
the evaluator and the ChooseWell Program to share the results of the evaluation. 

Within the final evaluation report, the participants are directly quoted as 
their explanations gave additional information to further interpret their artwork 
and the impacts of the ChooseWell program. This strategy has been used in qua-
litative research in sociology and anthropology (Bourdieu & Accardo, 1999; 
Lewis, 1961) and worked well with this arts-based evaluation. Quotes were used 

© 2023 CJPE 38.2, 408–416 doi:10.3138/cjpe-2023-0024 

https://doi.org/10.3138/cjpe-2023-0024
https://www.utpjournals.press/loi/cjpe


Arts-Based Evaluation 415 

to guide and support the evaluator’s interpretation and to illustrate outcomes 
identified in the logic model and theory of change. 

CONCL SION 
Arts-based approaches to evaluations have been used in different contexts such 
as to explore the personal and political realities with a group of women stigma-
tized due to homelessness, or to explore and further understand adapted physi-
cal activity and the moving body (Clover, 2011; Eales & Peers, 2016). Our 
experience showed that such an approach allowed for the engagement of partici-
pants in a creative way, making room for different voices. In this case it was used 
to identify the most important long-term impacts of the ChooseWell program. 
It allowed for the emergence of the elements participants found the most impor-
tant throughout the years, without imposing preconceptions from the program’s 
logics. Such approaches are still marginal in the evaluation field, and hopefully 
we will see more evaluators feeling confident in trying different ways to integrate 
artistic approaches in their evaluations. It offers a different kind of experience to 
participants, but also to the commissioner and to the larger audience. It is a way 
to show that evaluation can also bring creativity, joy, and beauty! 
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