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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-effective 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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nature-based solutions (NbS), art, climate change, artists, community-engaged
research, participatory research, artist commissions, arts-based research

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 (Iolt 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).

01 frontiersin.org


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/frsus.2025.1592706
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/frsus.2025.1592706&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-05-07
mailto:lmacker@uvic.ca
mailto:kdubrawski@uvic.ca
https://doi.org/10.3389/frsus.2025.1592706
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frsus.2025.1592706/full
http://www.engagewithnbs.ca
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability
https://www.frontiersin.org

Acker et al.

We, like many working in the geohumanities and creative
geographies, see artists and art as able to achieve best practices in
CBPR (Badham et al., 2018; Cresswell, 2014; Eshun and Madge,
2012; Magrane, 2016; McLean and Leeuw, 2020). Artists are experts
in their local communities and can distill and give voice to
community concerns (Christensen, 2012); art can connect and
create opportunities for dialogue (Grile, 2013); artists can vision
and provide novel perspectives and understandings of current
social challenges (Peters and Barnett, 2024). Artists are particularly
key participants when addressing climate change and ecosystem
degradation; as artists cultivate attention and care to complex
topics, and can mitigate the “extinction of experience” in today’s
digital-mediated, disconnected world (Baldwin, 2018; Jacobson
et al., 2016). Art can also foreground the interdependence of
humans and all Earth’s species and clarify the importance of Nature-
based Solutions (NbS) in environmental, community-engaged
work. NbS, which leverage natural systems to tackle societal and
environmental challenges such as climate change, offer promising
focus areas for community-engaged research. By integrating artistic
practices into NbS, STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics) can transition to STEAM, adding the Arts as a pivotal
element for creative and emotional resonance.

Overview and methods

As Hawkins argues that geography’s latest “turn” pivots around
creativity (Hawkins, 2019), and CBPR has seen increased interest
in using creative methods to achieve impacts (Blackstone et al.,
2008; Hunter et al.,, 2002), we have thus designed a program to
add to this work and to fill a gap in creative interventions in the
sciences and social sciences. Engage with Nature-Based Solutions
(ENBS) (engagewithnbs.ca) is a pilot initiative that operates as a
collaboration between the University of Victoria and community
organizations, artists, and scientists across the country. The NbS
initiative works with communities, artists and scientists, to (a)
collect and collate resources, (b) produce educational modules, (c)
facilitate engagement and storytelling, and (d) provide technical
assistance. The initiative strives to add to work illustrating the
impact and benefits of NbS in a climate-unsteady world (Cabling
et al., 2024; Keesstra et al., 2018).

One aspect of this initiative includes a three-year trial of a
community-engaged artist commission program. To date, ENBS
has commissioned 12 artists from Canada between 2022 and 2025,
with six participating artists in the 2022-2023 cycle, four in 2023-
2024, and two in 2025. This cohort includes seven women and five
men, including two Indigenous artists. Two of the artists (Creates
and McKay) are recipients of Governor General’s Awards (Canada’s
national arts award); several others are recipients of or have been
nominated for other arts awards. Commissioned artists work in a
variety of disciplines, including writing, sculpture, photography,
environmental art, performance art, and graphic design. Artists
were selected based on their body of work and their history
of engaging in cross-disciplinary projects with focus on subjects
such as climate, water, biodiversity, or the anthropocene. Each
artist receives a commission fee, and retains ownership of work
to ensure artistic independence; ENBS focuses on community-
engaged dialogue and learning opportunities through supporting
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art-making and dissemination. ENBS has allocated $65K to artists
since 2022.

The program has three parts. First, we ask artists to create a
piece of art that aligns with the themes of engagement, learning
and action related to NbS and climate change. Second, they engage
their communities through a workshop or talk that situates their art
and supports interdisciplinary discussions on climate change and
NbS. Finally, artists develop a tool—such as a workshop template
or instructional materials—to be included in ENBS’ online toolKkit.
Resources are designed for educators and facilitators aiming to use
creative methods in public engagement. The format or medium of
both the art and the tool is up to the artist. Artistic outputs thus
far include sculpture, writing, visual media, sound recording, GIS
data visualization, community feast, and carving. Accompanying
tools include writing exercises, instruction booklets, and detailed
workshop guides. The commission program presents a cost-
effective way of reaching diverse communities; enlarging audiences
who think about and are engaged with NbS; capturing interest
about these topics, of providing alternative formats and mediums
(STEAM) for engagement and education; valuing artistic work as
climate work, and; providing opportunity for cross-pollination and
collaboration between the arts and sciences, as well as between
community and academia. The ENBS toolkit as a whole includes
the commission program’s tools; watershed-focused educational
curriculum for Grades 4-12 students; a selected resource library on
topics related to NbS; and a series of ArcGIS StoryMaps and videos
which serve as science storytelling and detail restoration and NbS
projects across Canada (see engagewithnbs.ca).

Situating the field

Thus far, most creative production within the academy falls into
three categories. One is artist production as cultural production
(professional artists who work independently on projects of their
own devising, to satisfy their own aims). This art may (and
often does) address critical social-cultural or environmental issues,
but the artists aim is not just persuasion, but rather could
equally be to inspire, to imagine, to persuade, or simply to point
and praise (McKay, 2000; Zapruder, 2010). Second is art as a
community-engaged method, where art is used as a tool to facilitate
communication, to empower, or to represent community memory
(Ballard and Saunders, 2022; Blackstone et al., 2008; Brinklow
et al., 2021; Curtis et al,, 2012; Duxbury et al., 2018; McLean
and Leeuw, 2020; Olstad, 2018). Art produced in these cases is
often completed by community or in tandem with researchers,
in the service of a community-engaged research project. The
practitioners/researchers may or may not be professional artists
themselves, and the art produced is not expected to be of
professional quality (Grile, 2013). Instead, it satisfies a research
need and provides an avenue to reach broader audiences (Lancione,
2017), an opening to emotion and emotion-focused concerns
(Hawkins and Kanngieser, 2017), or a method of enlivening
research, a “device to engage both specialists and the general public”
with geographical work (Hawkins, 2019). Third, art can be a form
of research (Acker, 2020, 2022; Hawkins, 2011, 2015; Kinkaid,
2019; Peters and Barnett, 2024). Creative methods, such as poetry,
drawing, photography, environmental art and more are being used
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within the Geohumanities and NbS to do geographical research
(Alméstar et al., 2023; Lydon, 2020). Both practicing professional
artists whose preoccupation centers around the environment
(and who find themselves being courted by geographers) and
scientists/social scientists who employ or practice art fall into this
category (Creates, 2001; Robinsong, 2022). Art here functions as a
way of understanding place, a response to climate change and other
environmental crises, and a rethinking of human and more-than-
human relationships (Magrane, 2017, 2021).

All three of these kinds of art production within the academy
have their own critical frameworks, but the latter two have been
of particular interest to community-based practitioners (and more
recently, to NbS advocates) because of their potential to help
engage, inform, or collaborate with communities (Alméstar et al.,
2023; Hawkins, 2019). Hawkins (2019), however, also cautions
researchers that art use within the social sciences not become “just
another example of disciplinary colonialism or a fad driven by less
than intellectual or creative ambitions”. We see an opportunity to
diversify the inclusion of art within the social sciences, and our
work aims to add to emerging work in the areas of arts-based
participatory research (Mand, 2012; Vaart et al., 2018). Firstly, our
work seeks to validate and respect the work of practicing artists by
inviting them to add their expertise to social sciences CBPR, rather
than minimizing or discounting the rigor and professionalization of
artists’ practice through having amateur artists use art as research
or teach art-making. Secondly, by adding a community-engaged
component to the work that artists do, we strive to amplify the
work that art and artists do in communities, broadening their reach
beyond their own artistic circles, and allowing ENBS to broaden
its reach beyond traditional social science and science circles.
Finally, we offer that art addresses and mitigates the complex
power relationships in CPBR through its appeal to emotion, its
focus on attachment to place, and its ability to transcend cultural
boundaries to gesture toward the challenges of being human on
an ailing planet. We add, through this program, to work inviting
artists to participate in action-based research, funding visiting
artists in science project and communities, and enabling artists to
contribute to social and environmental challenges as respondents,
collaborators, and researchers (Van Den Bergh, 2015; https://arts.
cern/; https://science-art-society.ec.europa.eu/front).

Results and discussion

A unique feature of the ENBS program is its focus on
collaboration with professional artists, and the production of
tools by these artists for use by communities, which allows for
amplification of impact and replicability of artists’ processes.
Participatory engagement is a consistent feature, with artists
acting as bridge to community groups, allowing ENBS to amplify
its reach. Direct beneficiaries of the project include over 1,500
attendees of artist shows and workshops; indirect beneficiaries
stand to be significantly higher, as workshop tools are downloaded
and reused in additional communities. Final numbers have
yet to be determined; the project has not yet reached its
conclusion. The workshops facilitated by these artists often became
opportunities for interdisciplinary dialogue, bringing together
scientists, educators, and local residents to discuss topics explored
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within NbS, such as creek restoration, stormwater management,
and ecosystem resilience. Following, we detail four examples
of commissions completed thus far, showing reach and impact
for each, and arguing how each contributes to learning and
engagement on NbS and climate, along with concurrent benefits of
increased attachment to place, understanding of local ecosystems,
and, in some cases, translation of experience into artistic output by
community members.

In example 1, digital artist Colton Hash created Hydrosheds,
an interactive simulation that depicts landscape relationships
between an urban community and its adjacent ecosystems.
Hydrosheds models the effects of precipitation, temperature, and
impervious surfaces in a watershed, allowing residents to modify
surface conditions of an urban landscape to view the impacts
of infrastructure on watershed dynamics (see Figure 1). The
digital artwork was informed by urbanized watersheds around
Victoria, British Columbia (BC). Hash held an artist talk and
demonstration at a creekside art gallery, and then took residents
on a walk along the creek to discuss NbS interventions such
as watershed restoration and to share stories about the creek.
Attendees included members of several NGO watershed groups,
artists, scientists and community members. Conversation, as Hash
noted, was wide-ranging and had a freedom and complexity that
more formalized municipal meetings often lack. The event also
focused attention on the pressing issues of climate and water that
art openings-in his experience-do not always foreground. Hash’s
piece has since been exhibited in two additional gallery shows
at the University of Victorias McPherson Library and Hamilton,
Ontario’s Factory Media Center, with a combined reach of ~5,000
people. He has since received numerous requests from community
groups and consulting organizations who are interested in creative
visualization of local water systems; Hash has made Hydrosheds
available by download for community outreach.

Artist Emrys Miller, our second example, created a
photography and drawing repository that includes visual
storytelling techniques designed to engage communities in urban
watershed understanding and stewardship—a critical element
of NbS in building long-term water resilience for communities,
economies and for the environment (Lydon et al., 2023). Miller’s
photos and sketches, which document urban stream health and
challenges to aquatic health, are available for download and use by
individuals and non-profit organizations; his work is also featured
in ENBS’s Urban Watershed curriculum, designed for Grades 6-12
students, which includes instructions on how to engage students
with the natural world using art (see Figure 2).

A third example features artist Erin Robinsong (Montreal) and
biologist Merlin Sheldrake (United Kingdom), who produced a
non-fiction/poetry chapbook (see Figure 3) and workshop focused
on the concept of direct address (addressing nonhuman members
of the living world in second person rather than speaking about
them). They argue:

Its easy to forget that interspecies communication is
a non-negotiable part of living and that our human-to-
human interactions are just a tiny fraction of the vast
currents of meaningful communication taking place at any
one moment...Art—as a fleld of experiment, play, and

possibility—is an ideal place to ask qualitative questions
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FIGURE 1

development and climate change on an ecosystem.

Still capture from Hydrosheds by Colton Hash. Viewers adjust rainfall, heat, density and imperviousness levels to see the impacts of urban
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about the possibilities of inter-species communication and
relation that may be difficult or taboo in the modern sciences
(Robinsong and Sheldrake, 2023).

Sheldrake and Robinsong offered two direct address writing
workshops for Cortes Island residents: one for the community
at large, and one for students of Cortes Island Academy, the
local high school program, where participants created their own
direct-address poems to nonhuman community members they
encountered during the workshop, including trees, moss, ravens,
and many others. The workshop instructions are now available for
download for those wishing to “respond to intersecting climate and
biodiversity crises” through direct address of the more-than-human
world (Acker, n.d).

Finally, as our fourth example, Governor General’s Award-
winning artists Marlene Creates (environmental artist) and Don
McKay (poet) gave a series of memory map drawing workshops in
Creates’ boreal-forested property in Portugal Cove, Newfoundland,
to over 100 Grade 4 students from the local elementary school.
This collaborative community project engaged school children
with the local ecosystem, as Creates and McKay, along with
six additional visiting artists, led guided walks in her six-acre
old growth forest, and then facilitated a workshop where each
student drew their own memory map to document their experience
(see Figure 4). The participants’ maps were then exhibited in a
local cafe, including a slide show that documented their guided
walks. The memory maps illustrate some of what registered in
the children’s memories from the terrain, and what they saw
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and heard during their multi-sensorial experience in the boreal
forest. One participant teacher commented, “these artists helped
us understand our community, the land and the animals that
inhabit it.” Another said, “The event was engaging and very
informative. It allowed the children to utilize their five senses and
stop to think about their surroundings.” And another commented
that Creates and McKay’s work “allow[s] the children to be fully
immersed in nature and art, completely unaware of where one
ends and the other begins” (Creates, pers. comm.). One student,
describing the process of drawing her memory map, said “My
pencil is me. 'm walking the path. I hike my way through my
imagination”.

Together, these productions, community gatherings and
resulting toolkit elements empower other communities to replicate
these engagement models for connecting art to NbS and
environmental challenges, further extending the program’s impact.
Artistic engagement through the ENBS program has proven
transformative, not only in terms of production of new work
and public reach but also in its ability to foster meaningful
community connections. These connections continue to spark
new collaborations. Commissioned artists continue to show
and disseminate their work. Creates and McKay’s project will
feature in a forthcoming book with Memorial University Press.
ENBS also partners with the University of Victorias Geography
380: Community Mapping class (taught by this article’s first
author), where cohorts of students work with local community
organizations to further CBPR projects. In Fall 2024, a cohort
of four students worked with WMIYETEN Nature Sanctuary,
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FIGURE 2

organizations.

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 suffered under urbanization and is currently being restored by local grassroots environmental

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 WSANEC calendar.!
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 WSANEC calendar is part of WSANEC natural law, and
guides cultural and economic activities for the WSANEC peoples on Southern

Vancouver Island.
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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.).

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

Studies on
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FIGURE 3

a series of direct address exercises.

Space relate us
Time find us
Earth birth us
Sky mind us

Water daughter us

Sun son us
Garden guard us
Weather pleasure us

Sunflower power us
Roses arouse us

Dandelion encourage us
Carnation, make us citizens

Moon loosen us

Stars farther us
Sea, dream us
Lake, make us

Selfheal, slough-heal, heal-all remember us
Peonies, feel us, unfurl us

Violets vivify us
Marigold marry us

Cosmos gnosis us
Florabunda dance dance
Hydrangeas hydrate us
Nasturtiums exert us
Jasmine free jazz us

Heliotrope elope us

Ranunculus ridiculous
Anemones heal any enemies

Buttercup sup us

From Return Address by Erin Robinsong & Merlin Sheldrake, 2024

Broadsheet "Address” by Erin Robinsong and Merlin Sheldrake. The broadsheet is from a chapbook of poems written and published by Robinsong as

For the full collection, scan the QR code

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

Frontiers in Sustainability

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,
20215 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,
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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
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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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