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Understanding social-ecological connection is paramount to adoption and
long-term viability of nature-based solutions (NbS). Here, we describe a
three-year trial of community-engaged participatory research (CBPR) through
an artist commission program run by Engage with Nature-based Solutions
(http://www.engagewithnbs.ca). The program has thus far commissioned
twelve Canadian artists to contribute their artistic research to facilitate
conversations about climate change and conceptualizations of NbS. The artists
we commissioned created a piece of art for their local community on NbS
and climate, facilitated a community-engaged workshop to share their research
creation, and supported the development of an online toolkit meant to help
other communities engage with NbS and climate change. We suggest that
this commission program is a cost-e�ective way to: (i) reach a diversity of
communities typically outside the reach of academia, (ii) enlarge audiences
who are engaged with NbS, (iii) provide alternative formats and mediums for
engagement and education on NbS, (iv) give credence to artistic work as climate
work, and (v) provide opportunities for collaboration between the arts/sciences
and community/academia.
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Introduction

Community-based participatory research (CBPR) is a collaborative approach to
knowledge production that places emphasis on the active involvement of community
(individuals, community groups, etc.) in addressing shared concerns (Dowling et al., 2018).
At its root, CBPR strives for research that, rather than being done on a community
or group, works for the community and with the community (van Blerk et al., 2023).
CBPR has also, however, been the subject of increased debate as researchers look more
closely at research design, questions of power and collaboration, community and academic
researcher priorities, and question not just how but whether voices from the community
are adequately and accurately represented (Holt et al., 2019; Wilson, 2013). Best practices
include working with experts who “have an abundance of local knowledge, community
ties, or the ability to inspire participation and engagement from their fellow community
members” (Hardy et al., 2015).
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FIGURE 2

Urban stream sketch, part of an Intermediate BC Science 12 curriculum module, by Emrys Miller. The sketches focus on Bowker Creek, an urban
salmon-bearing stream in Victoria, BC that has su�ered under urbanization and is currently being restored by local grassroots environmental
organizations.

in Songhees Territories on Vancouver Island, BC, on the
Kinship Mapping project. Students inspired by the ENBS artist-
commission program worked to illustrate the potential of art to
honor Indigenous Ecological Knowledge (IEK) while recognizing
traditional food and medicinal systems. The students co-created a
layered IEK map informed by the 13 Moon WSANÉC calendar.1

Beyond its immediate outcomes of increased engagement with local
First Nations and positive impacts on the students themselves,
the project also represents a step in a broader decolonial effort,
demonstrating the potential of art to catalyze systemic change.

Commissioned projects for 2025 include writer Annabel
Howard and performance artist Connie Morey. Howard, a
Montreal-based artist and PhD candidate, will create a series
of writings and run a workshop that aims to foster ecological
imagination in urban environments. The workshop will use written
and spoken word to facilitate artists, scientists, and community

1 The 13 moon WSANÉC calendar is part of WSANÉC natural law, and

guides cultural and economic activities for theWSANÉC peoples on Southern

Vancouver Island.

members to think together about the Commons and to forge
space (physical and psychological) for ritual and reverie against
the backdrop of construction noise, car fumes, and population
density. Through construction of an ArcGIS StoryMap, she is
also bringing attention to invasive species on the St. Lawrence
River and restoration efforts underway on its banks and islands.
Environmental artist Connie Morey’s project asks the question,
“Could individual and collective acts of listening help to heal
communities and ecosystems?” Her project invites artists and
members of the public to participate in a community art project
that “uses listening and mending as acts of ecological solidarity and
collective healing” (personal communication, Morey, n.d.).

Studies on community-engaged participatory research
emphasize the role of arts-based methods in enhancing public
understanding of complex issues. Curtis et al. (2012) highlight how
visual and performing arts can amplify marginalized voices and
foster collective action. Similarly, Evans et al. (2022) explore how
art interventions create inclusive spaces for dialogue, particularly
in addressing environmental challenges. Using the described
commissions as examples, we argue that art can amplify and set
the stage for open communication and generative discussions
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FIGURE 3

Broadsheet “Address” by Erin Robinsong and Merlin Sheldrake. The broadsheet is from a chapbook of poems written and published by Robinsong as
a series of direct address exercises.

that crosses disciplinary boundaries and works to inform and
educate across these boundaries. In Hash’s workshop, for instance,
participants learned about NbS restoration along the creek, but
could also discuss their hopes and fears for the creek related to
climate change, political shortfalls in stormwater management,
and place-based stories about the watershed. Discussion included
recent flooding during atmospheric river events, memories of
species found in the creek in the past, and place-based connections
to the creek’s ecosystems. Events such as those from Hash’s, Creates
and McKay’s, and Sheldrake and Robinsong’s projects highlight the
multidimensional emotional and cultural benefits of NbS, aspects

often overlooked in scientific discourse. The art and associated
workshops connect science (NbS) to emotion (care for the creek),
and underscore research attesting to the importance of art as a
connecting tool and as a valid response to current environmental
challenges (de Leeuw et al., 2017; Mackay et al., 2021; McKittrick,
2021; Moore and Haverluck, 2022; Sparrow, 2006). These insights
align with the outcomes of the ENBS program, where artistic
practices acted as catalysts for social and ecological awareness.

The program’s impact is also reflected in metrics such as
social media engagement and survey feedback. The ENBS website
has received 10.7K views since its launch in September 2022,

Frontiers in Sustainability 06 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/frsus.2025.1592706
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability
https://www.frontiersin.org


Acker et al. 10.3389/frsus.2025.1592706

FIGURE 4

Memory map by student participant Charles Flynn. Memory maps were drawn by students after a guided walking tour through a Newfoundland
boreal forest with Marlene Creates and Don McKay.

with 5K unique visitors. Over 1K of these visited the artist
commission pages. Facebook posts highlighting the intersection
of art and NbS, as well as each artist-led workshop, garnered
the highest levels of audience interaction. Informal post-workshop
surveys indicate that the experience is impactful for artists and

participants, fostering a deeper connection to the themes of NbS
and climate action. Despite the program’s modest budget, its
reach and influence underscore the cost-effectiveness of integrating
art into NbS initiatives. We also recognize that further impact
measurement will be needed at the program’s conclusion, and
acknowledge the European Commission’s S+T+Arts program and
its work to clarify the dimensions of impact and assessment when
doing work that bridges the arts and sciences (Diakou and De Rosa,
2024). Our impact measurement will include post-participation
surveys for all artists, participation surveys for 2025 workshop
participants, project partner interviews, website visitor analysis,
and keyword analysis.

Conclusion

The ENBS artist commission program is a powerful tool for
engaging communities on the topics of NbS and climate change.
By humanizing the abstraction of facts and figures, art provides
a resonant, emotional connection to the local impacts of climate
change. It also enables meaningful dialogue across disciplines,
bringing together scientists, artists, and community members to
co-create solutions. Metrics such as event participation, online
engagement, and artist feedback indicate the program’s success.
Artists themselves have informally reported significant professional
and personal growth, while their communities benefited from new
perspectives and tools for addressing environmental and climate

challenges through different NbS interventions. The program’s
ability to foster continued interdisciplinary collaborations further
underscores the value of integrating art into CBPR, NbS, and
climate work.

Looking ahead, the ENBS model offers a compelling blueprint
for future initiatives. By embracing the arts as a vital component
of NbS and climate action, and by bringing professional artists
as collaborators into CBPR, we can enrich public engagement,
empower communities, and drive meaningful change. The
lessons learned from this program highlight the need for more
investment in art-based approaches, which support both the
creative and scientific communities in addressing the challenges
of our time. To further enhance the impact of such programs,
future initiatives could incorporate longitudinal studies to measure
long-term community engagement and environmental outcomes.
Additionally, partnerships with community organizations both
locally and globally could extend the reach of these models,
fostering networks of artists, scientists, and communities
dedicated to addressing climate change through innovative,
creative approaches.
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