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ABSTRACT

Despite prevailing theories which presume the importance of networks 
linking artists and others in their communities, we lack sufficient systematic, artist-
centred, primary research for a good understanding of how cultural networks 
function. To ad-dress this lacuna, a project fostered by the three major arts 
organisations in the Ca-nadian province of Saskatchewan has engaged artists and 
the public in quantitative and qualitative research to understand their involvement 
in local and more extended networks. With the first publicly funded agency for arts 
support in North America, a recently buoyant economy, and a diversifying and 
increasingly indigenous population, established formal and informal cross-
disciplinary networks which created a vibrant cultural ecology in Saskatchewan are 
in transition. Emerging insights into the current dynamics of these cultural networks 
and the health of the province’s creative ecosys-tem demonstrate the importance of 
such primary research as a foundation for cultural policy making in Canada and 
elsewhere.
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Introduction

The assumption that artists are interconnected with-
in complex networks that also include other cultural 
workers and organizations as well as a broad range of 
individuals and organizations outside the arts sector 
is central to a host of current theories and studies re-
lated to the arts and culture. The extensive and wide-
ranging citations concerned with networking in the 
recent Arts and Humanities Research Council Cultural 
Value Project1 report demonstrate the embedded-
ness of this assumption to the point that the authors 
talk about “the networked nature of cultural value”                                                                
(Crossick & Kaszynska, 2016: 141). This goes beyond 
the importance of networking within the arts and cul-
ture to the capacity of the arts to foster networking 
and social cohesion within societies in general. This 
close interconnection between cultural and social 
capital, as sug-gested by theorists such as Bourdieu 
(2001 [1986] ) and DiMaggio (1987: 442) explains in part 
the complex range of typologies that can be con-
structed by researchers examining such networks de-
pending on their definition of culture and the perspec-
tive from which they examine the networks (e.g. Sieck,                                                                                           
Rasmussen & Smart, 2010; Lizardo, 2006). This study 
examines cultural networks from an ecological per-
spective that closely parallels the work of John      
Holden, who theorizes that the complex web of net-
works which form within and around the arts should 
be approached as ecosystems worthy of more spe-
cific studies directed towards “understanding and 
analyzing local cultural ecologies” (Holden, 2015: 32). 
However, surprisingly few scholars have undertak-
en artist-centred, primary studies that contextualize 
and test these theories against the practical realities 
of how such networks are formed, how they actually 
function, who composes them – or even if artists have 
access to such networks within a cultural ecosystem 
in a specific place and time.  

Networks within culture and the 
creative economy

In a classic study of networks and relationships 
at work in Italy – a study that today might be easily 
framed and interpreted in ecological terms – Robert 
Putnam derives his influential theories from detailed, 
place-based, primary research concerning the role 
of choral societies in building social capital and con-
nectivity through “dense networks of reciprocal so-
cial relations”, and he concludes that “social capital 
is often a valuable by-product of cultural activities 
whose main purpose is purely artistic” (2000: 19 & 412). 
Numerous studies on the social impact of the arts, 
though not always grounded in primary research and 
seldom with a focus on artists, have further demon-

strated the cohesive, connective capacity of the arts 
(e.g. Walker & Scott-Meinyk, 2001; Jeannotte, 2003) to 
the point that Doug Borwick (2012) positions the so-
cial cohesion derived from public engagement with 
professional arts organisations not as a by-product 
but as a central mandate essential for the survival of 
such organisations as well as healthy and sustainable 
communities and culture. Despite his primary em-
phasis on arts organisations, his argument presumes 
a set of interconnections linking arts organisation, 
artist and public in the construction of social capital, 
and he identifies artists as essential “for connecting 
with the community”, since: “Ultimately it is the artist 
that is central to community engagement. Performing 
arts organisations and museums establish and sup-
port frameworks through which any community arts 
project is based” but “artists (...) are often the face of 
community engagement” (Borwick, 2012: 350). He as-
sumes that if artists engage in what matters most to 
their communities this will in turn position artists and 
arts organisations as indispensable components of 
those communities. 

Despite Borwick’s allusion to the important role 
of artists and the networks they construct, he offers 
few specifics regarding actual networks and their ca-
pacity to encompass and engage the public in a par-
ticular place and time. In his initial work on the creative 
economy Richard Florida (2002) placed more focus on 
the artist as operating within a creative class of other 
individuals such as scientists, engineers, designers, 
architects and creative professionals in high tech, fi-
nance, law, health and business. In comparison with 
other creative economy theorists (e.g. Howkins, 2001), 
this effected an important shift in focus from creative 
industries as drivers of this new economy to the pro-
ductive interaction of a creative class of individuals 
clustered in large urban centres as economic gen-
erators and catalysts of innovation and creativity. In 
response to vigorous critique, Florida (2012) modified 
his thinking to recognize the potential for smaller city 
centres – and virtually any community – to function 
similarly in providing a place for productive interac-
tion across the creative class, but he further reiterated 
and extended his emphasis on the importance of net-
works by redefining the creative class more broadly 
to include even individuals from working and ser-
vice classes if given the opportunity to develop their 
creative potential. Although subsequent researchers 
working within his theories have begun to fill the gap 
(see Spencer, 2009 & 2015), Florida failed to provide 
adequate primary evidence to support his assertions 
about the nature of creative networks, and the class-
based, creative cities orientation drew considerable 
scholarly critique, but he did help to popularize the 
importance of creative networks, the centrality of art-
ists within them and the blurring of lines between art-
ists, other professionals, and amateurs. 

David Throsby (2001) offers a more compre-
hensive valuing of culture beyond its impact on the 

1 For more information, see http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/research/fundedthemesandprogrammes/culturalvalueproject/
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creative economy. He notes that for both economists 
and cultural theorists “a theory of value is the foun-
dation stone” from which their work evolves and that 
the relationship between economic and cultural value 
should occupy economists’ attention because “cul-
tural ‘ecosystems’ underpin the operations of the real 
economy, much as natural ecosystems do; neglect of 
cultural capital can lead to the same sorts of problems 
as we now accept arise if natural capital and natural 
ecosystems are allowed to fall into disrepair” (2001: 
158 & 161-162). His assertions regarding the connect-
edness of cultural ecosystems are grounded in de-
tailed studies of cultural networks although primarily 
those formed by specific arts organizations (Bakhshi 
& Throsby, 2010) or within particular sectors or disci-
plines (Throsby, 2004) rather than those formed by in-
dividuals. 

Networks within cultural 
ecosystems 

Throsby’s reference to cultural ecosystems highlights 
the increasing attention paid to the arts and culture as 
ecosystems or parts of larger ecosystems dependent 
on interconnections and networks in the same manner 
as biological ecosystems. Mark Robinson (2010: 25-26) 
places the artist at the centre of the arts ecosystem, 
but notes that the connections between the various 
levels of the system work both 
ways, so that “what hap-pens 
in a town or city (...) impacts on 
the arts sector. What happens 
in the arts or in an arts venue 
changes the city”. In fact, he 
relates the relative health of 
the ecology, its capacity to 
maintain creativity in the face 
of change, directly to “con-
nectivity” and “networks of re-
lationships enabling adaptive 
behaviour and resilience”. 

Howkins promoted 
Creative Ecologies (2009) as 
showing “how our ability to 
develop ideas successfully 
depends on how we use net-
works; for example, knowing 
when to collaborate, when to 
compete, and when to go it 
alone”. Bill Sharpe (2010: 17 & 
39) in Economies of Life: Patterns of Health and Wealth
also argues that “growth flows from relationships”, 
but he focuses on the arts as an ecosystem in which 
money is just one currency of exchange and second-
ary to art itself, the currency of the economy of ex-
perience: “the value of art is precisely that it concerns 
itself with reflecting the experience of a particular life 
in its own terms and bringing that experience into the 

infinite conversation of shared culture”. In defining 
cultural ecology as concerned with “the complex in-
terdependencies that shape the demand for and pro-
duction of arts and cultural offerings”, Ann Markusen 
centred its focus on interconnections and located its 
strength, like that of environmental ecology, in an in-
tegrated and convergent approach (Markusen et al, 
2011: 8). From this perspective, John Holden, in The 
Ecology of Culture, calls for an ecological shift from 
what he sees as a dominant, single-minded model of 
the arts and culture as economically driven to that of 
an ecosystem with greater attention to how it func-
tions more broadly – its “relationships and patterns (...) 
how careers develop, ideas transfer, money flows, and 
product and content move, to and from, around and 
between the funded, homemade and commercial 
subsectors” (2015: 2).

Understanding how cultural 
networks actually work  

Holden’s work underscores the currency and influ-
ence of such theories with their emphasis on both 
formal and informal networks encompassing artists, 
cultural workers and their wider communities – and 
especially the trend towards situating artists within a 
broad ecosystem of symbiotic relationships. Increas-
ingly practitioners in arts and culture cite and draw 

from such theories in media 
releases, reports, program-
ming and policies, and the 
concept of culture as an eco-
system has slipped into the 
day-to-day consciousness 
and discourse of artists, cul-
tural administrators, govern-
ment bureaucrats, agencies 
and organisations. However, 
a fundamental change of per-
spective needs to accompany 
the adoption of terminology. 
The outwardly focused per-
spective on the benefits of the 
arts to the economy needs to 
give way to an inwardly fo-
cused attention to the inter-
dependencies within the arts 
ecosystem – which includes 
not only artists but also a wide 
range of other individuals, or-

ganizations, business, etc. from inside and outside the 
arts who together create a range of cultural meanings, 
economies of exchange and value. Effecting such a 
shift along with the application of ecological theories 
through programming and policy making, however, 
requires an understanding of how in practice formal 
networks and informal interconnections function in 
a given place and time. Artists and other creative in-

“THE OUTWARDLY FOCUSED 
PERSPECTIVE ON THE 

BENEFITS OF THE ARTS TO 
THE ECONOMY NEEDS TO 

GIVE WAY TO AN INWARDLY 
FOCUSED ATTENTION TO 

THE INTERDEPENDENCIES 
WITHIN THE ARTS 

ECOSYSTEM – WHICH 
INCLUDES NOT ONLY 

ARTISTS BUT ALSO OTHER 
INDIVIDUALS” 
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dividuals need to understand how such networking 
functions in order to maximize the benefits of net-
working to their own creative practice or innovative 
endeavours, and arts and cultural administrators and 
policy makers need to consider how policy and pro-
gram changes will impact such networks and regu-
larly ask how effectively and sustainably the arts and 
culture are functioning as an ecosystem – and inter-
connecting within broader ecosystems. Where are the 
disruptions and gaps? Who is included within existing 
networks and who is not?

Unfortunately, detailed studies and data relat-
ing to artists and their role within cultural network-
ing at the grassroots level are limited – and for good 
reason. Simply identifying the number of artists in a 
given location is fraught with definitional complexi-
ties as well as the practical challenges of contacting 
and classifying them. If the ecosystem is broadened 
to include anyone who facilitates creative work from 
cultural professionals and technicians to participants 
– e.g. patrons, consumers, fans and avocational artists 
–, then the challenge of grassroots studies becomes 
even clearer. Much more work has been done at the 
level of arts and cultural organisations where identify-
ing the organisations, contacting them and collecting 
consistently recorded quantitative data over time is 
much more manageable. Despite the importance of 
such research to understanding an arts ecosystem, 
appreciating the full significance of its organizational 
infrastructure depends on understanding the basic 
interactions between individuals, the facilitation of 
which forms the core of so many organizational man-
dates. 

Scholars like Ann Markusen and Gregory 
Schrock (2008) through the Leveraging Investments 
in Creativity program in the US and even Statistics 
Canada (2014b) and the Department of Canadian Her-
itage in Canada have led large scale projects to mine 
existing census data and other sources such as labour 
statistics for information about artist demograph-
ics and work patterns. But in Canada, at least, these 
efforts have proven less than satisfactory or helpful 
partly because of a preoccupation with determining 
the arts’ contribution to GDP and partly because crite-
ria used in the original collection of the data excluded 
significant numbers of artists and failed to address key 
questions for the arts and culture (Hill, 2014a, 2014b & 
2014c). Such studies do contribute to a useful constel-
lation of secondary data sources, but other scholars 
such as Elizabeth Lingo and Steven Tepper have ar-
gued for the importance of primary research focused 
specifically on:

artists as catalysts of change. We need to bet-
ter understand how artists both create changes 
in the labour market itself and the way cultural 
work is done. What is their process of innovation 
and enterprise? What is the nature of their work 
and the resources they draw upon? How do differ-

ent network structures produce different opportu-
nity spaces? How do artistic workers create and 
manage planned serendipity – the spaces and ex-
changes that produce unexpected collaborations 
and opportunities? And how do creative workers 
broker and synthesize across occupational, gen-
re, geographic, and industry boundaries to create 
new possibilities? (2013: 348-349) .

Evidence in their special 2013 issue of Work and Occu-
pations addresses some of these questions and other 
scholars have undertaken “careful detailed empirical 
work, involving in-depth ethnographies” of clusters 
and networks which suggest that economic and eco-
logical theories, as they relate to the arts, do not al-
ways square with the working realities of artists (e.g. 
Kong, 2009: 62-63; Di Maggio, 2011; Spencer, 2009; 
Porter, 2000; Gibson & Robinson, 2004; Markusen, 
2006; Van Heur, 2009). While commonalities across 
such existing studies reveal the collective benefits of 
increasing this body of data, differences across them 
also point to the importance of studies which extend 
beyond economic factors to a broader ecological con-
sideration situated in the specific place, time and dis-
ciplines for which programming and policymaking is 
taking place. While individual creative practice along 
with whole disciplines and an ever expanding constel-
lation of consumers and audiences may be converg-
ing at a global level, for many artists and members of 
their communities the generative creative experience 
remains a local one. In a 2010 report produced for the 
Saskatchewan Arts Alliance in Canada, Canadian/
Australian scholar Marnie Badham called for a spe-
cific cross-disciplinary, place-based study grounded 
in the broad and unique arts ecology of Saskatche-
wan which would yield “better data, both qualitative 
and quantitative, about the arts and their relationship 
to our lives and our environment. Over time, this would 
not only tell us more about the arts, but about how the 
public feels about the arts, and will help to inform bet-
ter policy decisions” (Badham, 2010: 19). 

Understanding the arts ecosystem 
in Saskatchewan 

In response to this call to action, the three major arts 
organisations and agencies in Saskatchewan came 
together in a research partnership to address this 
gap as it relates to Saskatchewan artists and their 
com-munities. The Saskatchewan Arts Alliance, the                         
Saskatchewan Arts Board, and SaskCulture formed the 
Saskatchewan Partnership for Arts Research (SPAR) 
in 2012 with the objective of better understanding 
the role of artists in cultural networking and address-
ing the dearth of detailed data on how artists in the 
province work and develop networks in the process. 
Seeking out the perspective of both artists and mem-
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bers of the public as components of an arts ecosys-
tem who together construct cultural meaning, SPAR 
embraced both the limitations and the potential ben-
efits of such research as articulated by Holden: “There 
are no parts, only ways of seeing things as parts. The 
connections, symbiosis, feedback loops, and flows of 
people, product, ideas and money are as dynamic and 
intense as to defy complete description. But a deeper 
understanding of culture can be achieved by applying 
the multiple perspectives that an ecological approach 
demands” (2015: 3). The partners had much informa-
tion and data relating to arts organisations, their audi-
ences and the spaces and programs they controlled, 
but the partners lacked understanding of the position 
of the artist in the system and how those artists con-
nected with not only other components but also more 
complex cultural, social and economic dimensions 
of the broader ecosystem. Thanks to funding from 
its partners and the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada, SPAR launched its first 
research project, Under-standing the Arts Ecology of 
Saskatchewan, in 2013 by developing survey instru-
ments targeted at artists and the public to address 
three basic questions: (1) What is the nature of pro-
fessional connections and networks forged by artists 
among themselves and with their community (broadly 
defined)? (2) Are these connections contributing to a 
healthy and sustainable arts ecosystem? (3) How are 
they related to the cultural, social and economic dy-
namics of the broader provincial ecosystem? 

The findings presented here derive primarily 
from analysis of these surveys as well as some quali-
tative follow-up consultations in the next stage of the 
research, but they need to be understood in the con-
text of the broader provincial climate. As observed 
by Holden: “culture exists within a wider political, so-
cial and economic environment with both proximate 
and remote connections. No account of the ecology 
of culture can be complete without recognising the 
broader context in which culture sits” (2015: 22). Un-
derstanding something of the provincial context – 
both the arts and cultural sector and the extended 
geographical, social and economic environment – will 
also help people determine whether our data may be 
more widely applicable. 

The provincial context 

Located in the heart of Canada’s bread basket in the 
western prairie region, Saskatchewan has historically 
placed considerable importance on the arts. In 1948 
it established the Saskatchewan Arts Board, the first 

publicly funded, arms-length arts agency in North 
America, which later served as a model for the Cana-
da Council. The Board served as a catalyst for training 
and funding amateur and professional artists as well 
as supporting arts organisations. The ongoing legacy 
of this organisation is an arts community which boasts 
a diverse range of artists, organisations and educa-
tional programs encompassing the full array of con-
temporary art forms, traditional indigenous arts and 
crafts as well as various electronic media. In SPAR’s 
recent sample survey of the province’s professional 
artists, they classified themselves as pursuing 967 dif-
ferent art forms or combinations of disciplines in all 
areas of the province. 

In 1997 the Arts Board maintained a primary 
responsibility for professional artists and arts organi-
zations when the Government created SaskCulture, 
a unique agency in Canada which derives funding 
through the lotteries to support a wider scope of cul-
tural experience, including not only the arts (commu-
nity-based, amateurs and students), but also heritage, 
multiculturalism and cultural industries. In 2013 as an 
attempt to alleviate the devastating effects on the lo-
cal film and television industry of the elimination of the 
film employment tax credit and related film commis-
sion, the Government formed a third crown agency, 
Creative Saskatchewan, devoted exclusively to sup-
porting the marketing of creative work with a particu-
lar emphasis on the creative industries of publishing, 
visual arts and crafts, screen-based and new media, 
music and sound recording2. As each new agency has 
emerged, programming and policy has shifted to the 
point where they serve all three spheres of culture 
outlined by Holden (2008) – publicly funded culture, 
homemade culture and commercial culture –, but not 
without challenges in facilitating the overlap and con-
vergence of the three spheres – especially in the flows 
of creative ideas, cultural workers and audiences.

This backbone of funding agencies began 
evolving during difficult economic times, but in recent 
years Saskatchewan’s abundance of oil, gas and pot-
ash along with its agricultural strength made it one of 
the few places in North America where the economy 
grew right through the 2008 crash up to the recent 
global collapse of oil prices. Although large sections 
of the province remain sparsely populated, the eco-
nomic boom brought ongoing population increases 
in rural and urban centres and pushed the provincial 
population to 1,134,000. With metropolitan populations 
of just around 300,000, its two major cities, Regina and                                                                                                      
Saskatoon, have until very recently been among the 
fastest growing cities in Canada. This influx led to es-
calating rental and property prices as well as a short-
age of housing in some locations – something that 

2  Creative Saskatchewan works closely with the six creative industry associations: SaskGalleries, SaskMusic, Saskatchewan Crafts Council, 
Saskatchewan Motion Picture Industry Association (SMPIA), Saskatchewan Interactive Media Association and SaskBooks.
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has had a particular impact on people in low income 
brackets like students and emerging professional   
artists.                         

The province’s economic boom also contrib-
uted to the diversification of the population. Despite 
an active immigration policy the province’s share of 
immigrants to Canada remains comparatively low 
(3.5% in 2011), but 85% of the province’s immigrants 
in this period came from Asia, Africa and the Middle 
East to a culture where established residents identify 
overwhelmingly with European ancestry (Government 
of Saskatchewan-Bureau of Statistics, 2013; Govern-
ment of Saskatchewan-Ministry of the Economy 2011: 
14). Further contributing to diversification, the rapidly 
increasing indigenous population comprised 16% of 
the provincial population in the 2011 census and will 
become the largest in Canada’s provinces at 21-24% 
by 2031 (Government of Saskatchewan-Bureau of Sta-
tistics, 2014; Malenfant & Morency, 2011). 

Not surprisingly, given this context, Florida sin-
gled out Saskatoon, one of the province’s two major 
cities, as a smaller creative city (Florida, 2009: xvii, 95). 
Open responses to our artist survey corroborated this 
perception. As one respondent put it, “Specific to Sas-
katoon, the creative energy is high. Artists from other 
jurisdictions have moved (...) here. This is a mixture of 
opportunity, activity, and energy, and a good mix of ar-
tistic experience”3. Another respondent noted: “There 
is a growing younger artistic community in Saskatoon 
which is invigorating and essential to the breadth of a 
broader artistic community”. The design of our surveys 
facilitated feedback like this on the health of the eco-
system as personally experienced by our respondents 
so that SPAR could determine the impact of the prov-
ince’s new wealth and diversity on the health and sus-
tainability of the entire arts ecosystem    — including the 
experience of professional artists and the public out-
side urban centres. Prior to this first comprehensive 
survey of local artists, no one really knew how many 
professional artists lived in the province. Through sur-
veys which came just at the beginning of the recent 
downturn in the oil and gas industry, SPAR wanted to 
know how the shifting economic, social and cultural 
dynamics of the province had affected artist networks 
and relationships; how newcomer and emerging art-
ists as well as those not of European ancestry were 
functioning within the arts ecosystem; how artists 
were connected with their broader communities; and 
how artists had benefitted from or been affected by 
fluctuations in the province’s wealth. 

SPAR methodology and approach

Although conceived and launched well before       
Holden’s 2015 report calling for such detailed stud-
ies, SPAR’s research on Saskatchewan’s arts ecosys-
tem has involved both quantitative and qualitative 
approaches closely related to the research approach 
Holden advocates. This case study focuses primarily 
on results from the first stage of the research. Artist 
surveys were made possible by an artist registry set 
up by SPAR partner, the Saskatchewan Arts Alliance, 
as well as names provided by other arts organizations, 
all of which contributed to a database of more than 
3,200 artists from whom SPAR invited just over 1,300 
to be surveyed in spring 2014. Nearly a quarter (348) 
of those artists responded and many completed the 
lengthy survey in detail, often providing extended an-
swers to open questions. Simultaneously, SPAR also 
administered an open online survey of the Saskatch-
ewan public in order to compare the perceptions of 
artists and others in their communities regarding the 
relative embeddedness and connectedness of artists 
in wider provincial ecosystems. Because of the open-
ness of the public survey as well as uncertainty as to 
how well the database of artists captured the entire 
artist population, further qualitative research is being 
undertaken to confirm the extent to which the survey 
results reflect the perceptions of provincial artists and 
the public. Observations and analyses of the data are 
leading to hypotheses and questions as well as identi-
fication of gaps for follow up through qualitative con-
sultations. Although aware of the challenges of iden-
tifying and accessing verifiable artist populations, the 
SPAR partners felt it important to push beyond those 
perceived obstacles to primary studies, and they felt 
that this two-part approach taken in conjunction with 
other pre-existing studies and data would provide 
stronger evidence for programming and policy mak-
ing. 

Importance of informal and formal 
networking 

Perceptions of importance

For ecological thinking and research to inform such 
policymaking, however, the surveys had to first deter-
mine whether respondents saw themselves as part of 
such a system of interdependent relationships. When 
asked to rank the relative importance of informal or for-
mal networking to both their evolutions as artists and 
their ability to create or interpret work, artists ranked 

3  Apart from the theoretical studies already cited, SPAR’s approach to our research and the analysis of our data have been informed by 
an amalgamation of theory and methodology drawn from sociology and ecology as well as the cross-disciplinary field of sustainability 
studies. Unless otherwise noted, the data described herein are from the SPAR Artist Survey Dataset. For more information regarding 
SPAR’s process and methodology, see Blackstone, Hage and McWilliams (2015a: 3-5), its datasets and reports; visit www2.uregina.ca/
spar, or send an e-mail to spar@uregina.ca
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it highly, although they tended to rank networking as 
more important to their evolution as an artist than their 
ability to create or interpret work. Not surprisingly, 
respondents found connections with other artists in 
their specific arts discipline most important, although 
connections with other artists still ranked as impor-
tant. Despite indicating a substantial use of electronic 
communication, two-thirds of respondents placed the 
greatest importance on connections with artists, arts 
organisations and/or businesses in the arts or culture 
at the level of their local geographical neighbourhood 
or municipality with steeply declining importance as-
signed to regional, national and global connections in 
that order (Blackstone, Hage & McWilliams, 2015a: 23). 
An important exception to this ranking came from in-
digenous artists who also placed a high importance 
on networking at the national and international levels 
as well as within their extended cultural community 
(Blackstone, Hage & McWilliams, 2015a: 8-11). Only 
approximately 50% of respondents ranked connec-
tions outside the arts in their immediate locale or re-
gion as important although 71% placed a high degree 
of importance on their local context (e.g. their imme-
diate natural environment, particular community or 
neighbourhood) as facilitating their creativity and art 
practice (Blackstone, Hage & McWilliams, 2015a: 20 
& 23). Generally speaking, the younger the artist the 
more importance they placed on networking, but the 
respondent’s location whether in rural Saskatchewan 
or in one of its two major cities seemed to make no dif-
ference to the importance they placed on networking 
despite a slightly lower ranking of outright collabora-
tion by rural artists.

Importance as correlated with network 
density

Although the survey asked artists to overtly rank the 
importance of networking to the evolution of their 
careers and realization of their creative work, it also 
asked them to provide specific information about the 
individuals, organisations, spaces, events, means of 
communication, etc. that helped to facilitate those 
connections. SPAR then analysed these responses to 
determine the respondent’s network density with re-
spect to relationships within and beyond the arts. This 
variable was compared with other responses relating 

to income, grants, public and peer recognition, types 
of employment inside and outside the arts, etc. to fa-
cilitate a more complex analysis of the relative cor-
relation between the degree of networking density 
and other factors addressed in their responses. For in-
stance, there was a nearly perfect correlation between 
high networking density and the receipt of a publicly 
funded grant in the previous two years (figure 1). Simi-
larly, both higher incomes and residence in one of the 
two urban centres were associated with stronger net-
working density (figure 2). While impossible to ascribe 
a cause and effect relationship between networking 
and grant success, income or an urban environment, 
there clearly is a correlation and a suggestion that the 
importance of networking overtly registered by sur-
vey respondents may be further supported by their 
responses to other questions

The nature and facilitation of artist 
networks 

Disciplinary and cross-disciplinary 
connections

Apart from confirming that they saw themselves as 
interconnected within a complex web, artists pro-
vided considerable detail regarding the nature of the 
networks. One of the most striking discoveries with 
important programming implications was the over-
whelmingly cross-disciplinary character of creative 
practice in the province. Nearly 75% of respondents in-
dicated that they were engaged in two or more out of 
nine general areas of creative work (Blackstone, Hage 
& McWilliams, 2015a: 11). While the Canada Council 
has recently revised the disciplinary structure of its 
grant programs to better facilitate cross-disciplinary 
work, Saskatchewan’s Arts Board, the primary fund-
ing agency for professional artists, currently retains 
a structure which according to some artists presents 
numerous obstacles to emerging cross-disciplinary 
practices as well as traditional indigenous art making, 
but senior artists in more conventional fields which 
straddle more than one discipline (e.g. playwriting 
which straddles literary arts and theatre) also report-
ed long standing challenges of this nature. Despite 
these hurdles with funding agencies, however, art-

“THE YOUNGER THE ARTIST THE MORE IMPORTANCE THEY 
PLACED ON NETWORKING, BUT THE RESPONDENT’S LOCATION 
WHETHER IN RURAL SASKATCHEWAN OR IN ONE OF ITS TWO 

MAJOR CITIES SEEMED TO MAKE NO DIFFERENCE TO THE 
IMPORTANCE THEY PLACED ON NETWORKING” 
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FIGURE 1. A PERFECT INVERSE RELATIONSHIP, THE LESS NETWORKING, THE MORE “NO” FOR RECEIVING 
A PUBLIC GRANT
Source: Blackstone, Hage and McWilliams (2015a).

FIGURE 2. HIGHER INCOMES ARE ASSOCIATED WITH MORE NETWORKING
Source: Blackstone, Hage and McWilliams (2015a).

In the past 2 years, have you received a public grant for your creative work? (n= 330)
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ists demonstrated their capacity to create and navi-
gate networks whose disciplinary breadth was more 
than matched by the range of organisations, agencies, 
educational institutions and/or businesses (inside and 
outside the arts) that had contributed to their creative 
evolution. In three open questions, respondents could 
identify as many relationships as they wished ranging 
from formal, membership-based organisations in the 
arts; to other arts or cultural organisations and agen-
cies engaged in programming, production, training or 
funding; to any kind of entity outside the arts. Not all 
artists responded to these open questions, but those 
that did gave more than 1,300 specific names which 
provided both a window into the networks formed by 
some individual artists as well as a small indication of 
the broader complexity of the networks which con-
tribute to the ecosystem of the arts in the province 
(Blackstone, Hage & McWilliams, 2015a: 19). 

Organisations and agencies

While the artists were frequently fuzzy on the exact 
nature of the relationship (e.g. sometimes citing fund-
ing agencies as membership-based organisations) 
and the particular organisational connections varied 
according to the disciplinary 
orientation of the artist, some 
relationships figured con-
sistently in the responses to 
these questions. Not surpris-
ingly, the Saskatchewan Arts 
Board was a constant with 
over 140 references in this 
initial section (Blackstone, 
Hage & McWilliams, 2015a: 
19). Later in the survey when 
specifically prompted to rank 
the role of the Arts Board as a 
direct source of income over 
their entire career as an art-
ist, approximately 45% identi-
fied it as important despite the 
fact that less than 30% of re-
spondents reported receiving 
a publicly funded grant in the past two years (Black-
stone, Hage & McWilliams, 2015a: 16). Of course, with 
reference to the Arts Board respondents would also 
have recognized that its funding of arts organisations 
had constituted important if indirect support for their 
creative work. In another question, 57% of respond-
ents identified arts organisations and festivals along 
with arts-related businesses as their most important 
direct source of creative income followed closely by 
56% who saw sales to individuals, galleries and collec-
tions as important. In the public survey a large num-
ber of respondents credited arts organisations, arts-
related businesses or related activities and events 
as the reason they came to know both professional 

and emerging artists (Blackstone, Hage & McWilliams, 
2015a: 16-17).

Educational institutions and facilities

A more unexpected discovery with respect to artist 
networks was the prominence of educational institu-
tions, particularly universities (either cited generally 
or with reference to a specific institution). In open re-
sponses they were by far the most frequently cited 
organisations with over 200 references (Blackstone, 
Hage & McWilliams, 2015a: 18-19), and it became clear 
that their policies regarding access to facilities as well 
as the events and programs they offered accounted 
for these references. The importance of universities 
should not be that surprising given that over 70% of 
the respondents reported having at least one uni-
versity degree – a statistic that is consistent with the 
high level of education reported in a national survey of 
visual artists (Maranda, 2009). However, respondents 
with the highest levels of networking density placed 
considerable importance on arts facilities in educa-
tional institutions as helping to make connections 
necessary to their creative work. Although not neces-
sarily related to a university or institutional context – 
or involving remuneration, over 50% of respondents 

reported devoting up to nine 
hours per week to teaching 
or mentoring in their creative 
discipline(s) – something that 
underscores the importance 
of students whether avoca-
tional or emerging profession-
als in the creative networks 
constructed by a majority of 
our artist respondents (Black-
stone, Hage & McWilliams, 
2015: 12). In fact, greater net-
work density correlated with 
a higher number of hours de-
voted to teaching and mentor-
ing (figure 3). The educational 
orientation of artist networks 
was also reflected in artist re-
sponses to another question 

– the relative importance they ascribed to the contri-
bution of artists to 10 areas of leadership in their com-
munities. The three most highly ranked areas involved 
overt roles in levels of education – K-12 (primary and 
secondary education) through post-secondary, the 
professional development of other artists, and con-
tributing to the understanding and appreciation of the 
arts among the general public. Over 85% of artists and 
90% of public survey respondents ranked artist contri-
butions in these areas as important, and just over 50% 
of artists reported actually contributing in all three 
areas themselves (Blackstone, Hage & McWilliams, 
2015a: 25-26, & 2015b: 9). The SPAR survey data, there-
fore suggested that the arts and education are inextri-

“RESPONDENTS WITH THE 
HIGHEST LEVELS OF 

NETWORKING DENSITY 
PLACED CONSIDERABLE 
IMPORTANCE ON ARTS 

FACILITIES IN EDUCATIONAL 
INSTITUTIONS AS HELPING 

TO MAKE CONNECTIONS 
NECESSARY TO THEIR 

CREATIVE WORK” 
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cably linked with educational policy and programming 
directly affecting the arts ecosystem and arts policy 
and programming directly affecting education.

Work outside the arts and contributions to 
the creative economy 

A similar insight evolved out of both artist and public 
surveys regarding the networks artists form by work-
ing outside the arts. 38% of artist respondents worked 
20 hours or more a week outside their creative prac-
tice, and 55% derived some kind of income from such 
employment (Blackstone, Hage & McWilliams, 2015a: 
12 & 15). These facts do not come as a surprise to most 
people involved in the arts. However, because data 
derived from Statistics Canada’s labour force surveys 
and national household survey have been the pri-
mary source for artist income and work-related data, 
the information provided by our artist-specific sur-
vey reveals important insights that Statistics Canada 
criteria and procedures obscure. Statistics Canada 
categorizes the occupations of its household survey 
respondents on the basis of the work they spent the 
most time doing during a specified one-week period. 
If they spent 15 hours working as an actor, another 15 

hours working as a singer and 16 hours working as a 
computer programmer they are classified as a com-
puter programmer. If they were employed full-time as 
an IT manager during that one-week but given flexible 
hours and working conditions so they could also be a 
member of one of the most prestigious string quartets 
in Canada, they would still be classified exclusively as 
an IT manager. If they were employed full-time as a 
professor of music but expected to be actively en-
gage as a professional musician as part of their duties, 
even to the extent of being a principal musician in a 
symphony orchestra, they would be categorized as a 
teacher – not an artist.

Because our survey respondents could give 
details about their work outside the arts as well as the 
nature of their education and degrees both inside and 
outside the arts they revealed new insights into net-
working. Artists who work outside the arts may possi-
bly be functioning as free radicals as they move back 
and forth between the broad range of businesses and 
occupations outside the arts associated with the crea-
tive economy. We should not assume that they are 
engaging in only blue collar or service class jobs such 
as plumbing, waiting tables, or driving taxis. For many 
artists their highest level of education was not in the 
Fine Arts but rather in fields such as agriculture, com-
merce, education, humanities, journalism, law, nurs-

FIGURE 3. GREATER NETWORKING DENSITY CORRELATES WITH HIGHER NUMBER OF HOURS DEVOTED TO TEACHING 
AND MENTORING
Source: Blackstone, Hage and McWilliams (2015a).
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ing, psychology, and various sciences. Respondents 
reported a variety of advanced/professional degrees 
and certifications, and the occupations they pursued 
outside the arts reflected this diversity in fields such 
as secondary and postsecondary education, research, 
agriculture, communications, business and consult-
ing, administration and management. At least in some 
instances, they not only demonstrated a connection 
with other creative professionals such as scientists 
and information technology experts but also revealed 
that they themselves also worked as one of those cre-
ative professionals.

Over 70% of artists as well as public survey re-
spondents thought that artists make important con-
tributions to the economy and the development of 
the creative and innovative capacity of businesses or 
other professionals (Blackstone, Hage & McWilliams, 
2015a: 25, & 2015b: 9). Yet just 39% of artists thought 
that they personally were making an important con-
tribution to the provincial economy and just over 30% 
thought they were making 
an important contribution 
to creative or innovative ca-
pacity (Blackstone, Hage &                    
McWilliams, 2015a: 26). These 
low percentages may have 
something to do with the low 
levels of income artists re-
ported receiving from their 
creative work (figure 2). How-
ever, the fixation on the low 
levels of creative income for 
artists has possibly overshad-
owed attention to their gross 
person income. While a quar-
ter of the respondents earned 
less than $20,000 – Canadian 
dollars – and nearly 30% were 
in the $20,000-$39,999 range, 
15% earned $40,000-$59,999 
and 22% earned $60,000 or 
more for an overall average 
gross income of $44,3354. 

This demonstrates that 
artists are engaged within the 
wider economy. However, important questions with 
critical policy implications arise as to whether this in-
tegration is by choice or necessity and whether artists 
as well as the public feel they are making the best use 
of their creativity under such circumstances or sacri-
ficing creative or family time and energy in order to 
earn enough to support their creative practice. While 
many artists have so far situated themselves in the 
latter category, we cannot assume that the extension 
of an artist’s network outside their immediate crea-
tive practice – as in the case of the professor or the IT 
manager already mentioned – does not provide a per-
sonal creative return in the form of social and cultural 

as well as economic capital. In open questions and 
follow up consultations, some credited work outside 
their creative discipline as productively contributing 
to their creative work in the form of enhanced exper-
tise and contacts. As well, when asked how they had 
come to know an artist or artists, a significant number 
of public survey respondents identified work-related 
contexts: as a work colleague, a client or customer, an 
employee or employer. 

Other community connections and broader 
contributions to social and cultural capital  

Artists’ work-related connections outside the 
arts are just one component of artist networks that 
artist and public survey respondents depicted as ex-
tending broadly and deeply into communities. Two-
thirds of public survey respondents reported know-

ing 10 or more professional 
artists as friends, neighbours, 
family members, fans, pa-
trons, customers, community 
leaders or through involve-
ment in an arts organisation, 
arts-related business or other 
volunteer activity. 85% also 
knew an emerging artist and 
over 90% knew an avocation-
al artist (Blackstone, Hage &               
McWilliams, 2015b: 19). In re-
porting their contribution of 
volunteer time and charitable 
donations to not only the arts 
but also a wide range of other 
non-profit sectors, artists dis-
played lower levels of dona-
tions than the public, but they 
closely paralleled their public 
counterparts in the areas and 
amount of volunteer time giv-
en thereby further reinforcing 
their community connect-
edness (Blackstone, Hage & 

McWilliams, 2015a: 24, & 2015b: 13-14).
While these figures may be influenced by our 

comparatively rural and small population even in our 
largest urban centres, it may also derive from the long 
established priority placed on the arts by provincial 
residents as well as an often celebrated, if contested, 
cooperative tradition stemming from pioneer era col-
lective place-making. In small-town Saskatchewan, 
artists would find it difficult to hold themselves apart 
from the rest of the community, and artist and public 
respondents alike define creative networks broadly as 
intersecting and blurring with larger community agen-
das. Well over 75% of respondents to both surveys 

4  The remaining artists did not respond to this question. The average Canadian income in 2010 was $40,650 – in Saskatchewan it was 
$40,798 (Blackstone, Hage & McWilliams, 2015a: 15). 
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thought that artists and arts organisations in general 
make important contributions to the knowledge and 
understanding of human behaviour; the formation of 
personal identity, values and beliefs; the exploration 
of social, economic and/or political issues; social co-
hesiveness; and a community’s shared sense of place, 
health, well-being and sustainability (Blackstone, 
Hage & McWilliams, 2015a: 25, & 2015b: 9). At this point, 
it should be acknowledged that many of the interests 
and demographics of our public survey respondents 
closely mirrored those of our artist respondents and 
were not representative of the demographics of the 
general public. Even in targeted telephone surveys of 
the public, willing respondents may often have more 
interest in or connection with the topic of study than 
the general public, so responses to our open online 
survey, which was promoted heavily by the arts sector 
as well as public media, may be most useful if inter-
preted as providing a profile of those members of the 
public who feel most closely associated with the arts 
ecosystem. Interestingly, however, our public survey 
respondents’ perceptions about the importance of 
particular social, cultural and economic contributions 
by artists closely paralleled the results of two nation-
al surveys regarding similar contributions (Phoenix 
Strategic Perspectives, 2012: 17; Strategic Counsel, 
2015: 23). Of course as recently argued by Geoffrey           
Crossick and Patrycja Kaszynska, for claims regarding 
the benefits of the arts to society to contribute to ef-
fective cultural policymaking and advocacy, artist and 
public perceptions on the value of the arts need to 
be tested in the context of specific experience (2016). 
SPAR is proposing further research using these pub-
lic perceptions as a point of departure for exploring 
ways the impacts of the arts ecology on society can 
be credibly measured through longitudinal studies. 

The health and sustainability of the 
arts ecosystem

Rather than defining the components of the arts eco-
system a priori, SPAR encouraged artists and the pub-
lic to provide their own experience and vision. They 
provided a picture of an open and fluid system in which 
the collectively devised and shifting web of relation-
ships regularly blurs the lines between arts disciplines 
and a host of contested dichotomies still embedded 
in current policy making: e.g. the artist and the pub-
lic; professional and avocational; fine art and popular 
culture; innovative and conventional; creative practice 
and cultural entrepreneurship. Although some artists 
invoked one or more of these dichotomies and called 
for a return to greater clarity of distinction, many artists 
appeared to be navigating around and through them 
with more attention to developing the relationships 
and opportunities that will facilitate the realization of 
creative work than conforming to particular labels. 
Through both its surveys and follow-up consultations 

SPAR’s focus has been less on trying to devise fixed 
boundaries, models or helicopter perspectives out of 
this dynamic ecosystem and more on determining its 
health and sustainability as well as best practices for 
policymakers and artists to foster adaptive resilience. 

Ultimately comprehensively assessing the vital-
ity of the provincial arts ecosystem requires the con-
textualization of SPAR primary research findings within 
the substantial data and studies annually produced 
by its partners. Organizations regularly report to the                                                                                                      
Saskatchewan Arts Board and SaskCulture on the na-
ture of arts and cultural offerings and enumerate the 
numbers of individuals involved – professional, emerg-
ing and/or avocation artists, other cultural workers, 
community participants, audience members, patrons 
and volunteers – as well as financial inputs and returns 
including funding sources and amounts, capital ex-
penditures and liabilities relating to infrastructure and 
equipment. Recent reports independently commis-
sioned by the Saskatchewan Arts Alliance also have a 
bearing on SPAR’s findings, particularly two reports on 
arts and education in the province one of which de-
tails critical statistics regarding numbers of post-sec-
ondary students, programs and graduates along with 
resource allocation over the past 20 years (Gingrich, 
2015). Review of this data is beyond the scope of this 
article. However, some potentially key indicators have 
already emerged out of SPAR’s grassroots surveys 
and consultations.

The degree of connectedness within the system 
can be taken as a sign of systemic strength. The high 
level of importance placed on artists’ cultural, eco-
nomic and social contributions to society along with 
the level of public engagement in the arts revealed 
by public survey respondents are positive signs. 48% 
had made charitable donations to the arts and cul-
ture, and 79% had spent $500 or more annually on the 
arts. Participation rates were generally high with 76% 
of respondents having accessed live performance of-
ten in the past five years. Over 70% accessed music 
or theatre during that period and this kind of partici-
pation also extended to children. The great majority 
of respondents who had children 25 or younger re-
ported that those children had also participated in the 
arts (Blackstone, Hage & McWilliams, 2015b: 6). Artists 
displayed a corresponding degree of connectedness 
within the provincial arts ecology and the wider pro-
vincial ecology, and the array of arts disciplines rep-
resented along with the surprisingly high degree of 
cross-disciplinary activity and the robustness of artist 
networks all suggest in their complexity and intensity 
that these may be important adaptive traits which art-
ists have developed in a comparatively isolated and 
rural province, much like particular species within nat-
ural ecosystems. As one respondent observed, “Our 
relative isolation as compared to larger metropolitan 
centres has made the Saskatchewan arts community 
more innovative”. 
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Although nearly all artists had access to the In-
ternet, face to face contact slightly edged out elec-
tronic communication as their preferred mechanism 
for networking with 70% of artists in each of the top 
two levels of networking density identifying informal 
social gatherings as important in helping them to 
make connections necessary to their creative work” 
(Blackstone, Hage & McWilliams, 2015c: 17). Despite 
strengths in connectedness, however, artists still ex-
pressed the need for improvement. Only 56% of art-
ists reported adequate access to mechanisms or op-
portunities for collaboration or networking within the 
arts and only 40% reported adequate access to such 
mechanisms or opportunities outside the arts (Black-
stone, Hage & McWilliams, 2015a: 20). These concerns 
appeared to apply to individuals regardless of their 
networking density or their urban or rural location. As 
well, 40% of artist respondents reported that neither 
they nor an agent, dealer, publisher, etc. actively pro-
moted their creative work or skills (Blackstone, Hage & 
McWilliams, 2015a: 10), and otherwise limited evidence 
of networking, grant applications to federal agencies 
or foundations and other connections at the national 
level suggest that programs facilitating access to re-
sources from outside the province could strengthen 
the ecosystem.

The high level of education reported by artists is 
another sign of systemic strength, and the related level 
of importance they placed on educational institutions, 
their facilities, programs and students within their cre-
ative networks would also appear to be strengths as 
well as another potential sign of adaptive strategies. 
In larger metropolitan areas educational facilities may 
not figure as prominently within artist networks, but 
in a province with a low population density and less 
concentrated access to both arts organisations and 
cultural infrastructure, it makes sense that artists have 
gravitated towards publicly funded and adaptable 
spaces like those professionally equipped spaces 
found in post-secondary institutions and K-12 facilities. 
However, if as some artist and public respondents as 
well as the recently commissioned Arts Alliance re-
ports on K-12 and post-secondary arts education sug-
gest, educational institutions are reconsidering their 
commitment to training and facilities associated with 
the arts, this strength could be transformed into a 
weakness without policy interventions (Gingrich, 2015). 

The relative connectedness and adaptability 
of species within an ecosystem clearly contribute to 

more fundamental criteria in determining the health 
of any ecosystem – its capacity to sustain the needs 
of those symbiotically linked within the system. When 
it comes to artists, this is one of the major questions 
regarding the vitality of the system. Much effort has 
gone towards demonstrating the economic impact of 
the arts on the provincial and national GDP, but given 
the public’s perceptions regarding the importance of 
the arts’ social and cultural as well as economic im-
pact, what is the economic return to individual artists? 
Although nearly all artist respondents reported re-
ceiving income from their art practice, over the past 
two years 43% received less than $5,000 from their 
art; 60% received less than $10,000. During the same 
period, Saskatchewan wages rose nearly 5%, the high-
est increase in the country, but artists whose level of 
education far exceeds the provincial average appear 
not to have benefitted like other provincial workers 
as wages in art, culture, recreation and sport had just 
dropped by 2.6% when the artist survey was released 
in 2014 (Statistics Canada, 2014a & 2014c). It was the 
only wage sector to experience a decrease during 
that period. Additional concerns arise from artist work-
weeks. Only 57% of artists devoted 20 hours or more 
to their creative practice and when all their work-
ing hours from both inside and outside the arts were 
combined they were working an average of 49 hours 
a week, nearly 8 more than the provincial average. Art-
ists went into detail not only about the challenges of 
finding affordable housing and work space, but also 
about their inability to support or even contemplate 
a family, to purchase insurance or pay for dental care 
and/or to save money for retirement. Others reported 
a high level of stress and anxiety derived from working 
a full-time job outside the arts while trying to maintain 
a creative career and family commitments. Younger 
artists reported burnout when trying to support them-
selves exclusively through their creative practice and 
a more experienced artist noted that “I still earn less 
per engagement now, 30 years later, as a more senior 
artist than I did at age 20 in a different city”. Although 
little of this basic information is surprising to people in 
the arts, this new data focuses attention on a critical is-
sue that is seldom discussed or specifically addressed 
through programming and policy. Is the ecosystem 
sustainable if it cannot sustain a healthy cohort of art-
ists? What is the essential critical mass of artists gen-
erally and in the various disciplines and what needs to 
be done to sustain this critical mass?

“THE HIGH LEVEL OF IMPORTANCE PLACED ON ARTISTS’ 
CULTURAL, ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO 

SOCIETY ALONG WITH THE LEVEL OF PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT IN 
THE ARTS REVEALED BY PUBLIC SURVEY RESPONDENTS ARE 

POSITIVE SIGNS” 
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Beyond sustainability 

These may be baseline questions relating to the 
arts ecology, but as Holden has observed, a healthy 
system needs to go beyond sustainability. It requires 
“increasing complexity; a healthy ecology should be 
generative (...) The ecology should be getting more 
complex not only in terms of the numbers of peo-
ple involved but in the diversity of their involvement. 
Variety is [a] source of ecological strength” (2015: 33). 
Despite the signs of complex and evolving combina-
tions of art forms and robust networks, the system’s 
relative capacity to sustain artists casts particular at-
tention on the age dynamic of artist respondents, 
47% of which were 55 and over while only 18% were in 
the 18-34 age range. This compares with 35%, 55 and 
older in the general provincial 
population, and 30%, in the 18-
34 range (Blackstone, Hage & 
McWilliams, 2015a: 12-13). This 
may be indicative of a decline 
in younger artists choosing to 
pursue a career in the prov-
ince. Alternatively, it may also 
be indicative of the lack of 
connection some younger art-
ists have with others in the arts 
ecosystem as a whole and/or 
their lack of knowledge of ex-
isting agencies and organiza-
tions. One successful 35 year 
old artist told us that prior to 
the age of 30 he felt no con-
nection to any arts ecosystem 
and had no knowledge at all 
of funding agencies, an expe-
rience further corroborated by 
other young artists not includ-
ed in the original database created with input from the 
partner arts organizations. They suggest that a more 
concerted effort be made to reach, nurture and in-
volve emerging artists.

With respect to diversity, the inclusion of youth 
is of particular importance for the indigenous commu-
nity, which is substantially younger on average than 
the general population, but more generally for this 
community and others lack of inclusion and access 
are clearly limiting the strength and potential of the 
arts ecosystem. The 9% of artist respondents and 4% 
of public respondents reporting indigenous ancestry 
compares with 16% in the overall provincial popula-
tion with indigenous background (Blackstone, Hage 
& McWilliams, 2015a: 28, & 2015b: 19). The very low 
response rate from indigenous people on reserves 
in both surveys raises questions about their level of 
engagement with others in the provincial ecosystem 
versus isolated cultural systems. Further to the point 
of diversity, respondents to both surveys were dispro-
portionately female, and newcomers to the province 

as well as individuals of non-European ancestry (apart 
from indigenous respondents) were virtually invisible 
in both surveys. One newcomer who did respond to 
the survey complained that “the arts community in 
Saskatchewan is very much a word-of-mouth, net-
working community. It is very hard for newcomers to 
Saskatchewan to break into the arts community suc-
cessfully without a strong network in place. There is 
no cohesive place to find opportunities and access to 
auditions and artist related information. It is very hard 
to get ‘in’”. Although they acknowledged that new-
comers may have similar experiences in other sectors, 
a newcomer focus group further confirmed this per-
ception as well as the results of a 2014 SaskCulture 
report, “Engaging Saskatchewan’s Emerging Demo-
graphics”, noting the inability of the arts and cultural 
communities to adapt quickly enough to the changing 

cultural dynamics arising from 
recent population increases 
and shifts in cultural demo-
graphics.

Another factor which 
suggests that lack of diver-
sity is sapping the potential of 
the arts ecosystem relates to 
a precipitating factor behind 
our study – the major disrup-
tion of the film industry due to 
the elimination of the film em-
ployment tax credit and the 
resulting exodus of film pro-
fessionals since documented 
through declining local mem-
berships in organisations like 
the Directors Guild and Equity. 
As a classic example of poli-
cymaking without sufficient 
evidence and consultation, 
the Government’s decision 

generated copious responses to open survey ques-
tions which confirmed the findings of a film industry 
study following the decision. Respondents argued 
that irreparable damage had been done to the media 
sector because the province could no longer com-
pete with other better funded provinces, that net-
works needed to be completely rebuilt and that the 
individuals who had not left the province needed to 
adapt what they do to the new limited opportunities 
available to them. As indicated in the earlier report, 
the departure of production companies and industry 
professionals (Lederman, 2012) led to “a lack of com-
munity” – a sense of “isolation (...) as industry activities 
and awareness decline and people leave”. Employ-
ers complained “that they no longer knew who was 
left and available to hire”. Workers in the industry 
complained about the collapse of personal and pro-
fessional networks for “collaboration and friendship, 
and students specifically indicated that lack of this 
com-munity would be a motivating factor to relocate”                                             
(Alberts, 2014: 27). From an ecological perspective, our 

“THE INCLUSION OF YOUTH 
IS OF PARTICULAR 

IMPORTANCE FOR THE 
INDIGENOUS COMMUNITY, 
BUT MORE GENERALLY FOR 
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survey respondents saw the effects radiating out be-
yond individuals directly associated with that industry: 

There is no film industry. This has hurt almost 
every sector of the arts community. Not many 
other art disciplines on the local level can pro-
vide a high wage like the film industry. (...) Many of 
these artists would take that money and invest it 
into other personal projects, which bring an ad-
ditional unmeasured benefit to the economy and 
culture of  Saskatchewan – sound department                                  
being musicians, art department being painters, 
camera operators being photographers, directors 
writing local stories, etc.

The suggestion here is that the former film industry 
with its complex and broad scope occupied a posi-
tion at the top of the supply chain and because of 
that contributed to networks and support systems as 
well as good paying jobs that could then feed other 
creative work outside of film. The conclusion of sev-
eral respondents was that Saskatchewan had become 
“a less sustainable arts community” because of what 
happened to film and that until adequately correc-
tive policies and programs reverse the situation the 
ecosystem will lack the connectedness, diversity and 
complexity as well as the innovative and generative 
capacity of which it was previously capable.

.

Conclusion

Although research on the arts ecosystem of                  
Saskatchewan so far completed has revealed some 
important areas that will need to be strengthened 
through cultural policy and programming, neat con-
clusions and specific policy recommendations would 
be premature at this point. We can say that the pro-
vincial arts ecosystem is composed of a highly cross-
disciplinary and complex web of connections – but 
one to which emerging, newcomer, and indigenous 
artists on reserves appear less connected than others. 
As well, despite long workweeks and high levels of 
education among artists and the high level of impor-
tance placed on them by the public, the ecosystem is 
not sustaining its artists very well financially through 
their creative practice alone. More generally, howev-
er, beyond the immediate provincial context, this case 
study has demonstrated the benefits of ecologically 
informed research questions and approaches to not 
only the immediate arts ecosystem but also arts ad-
ministrators, policy makers, theorists and scholars fur-
ther afield. While its research questions and data may 
be particularly useful to individuals working in the un-
der-researched field of cultural policy making for art-
ists in comparatively rural settings like Saskatchewan, 
its approach offers more broadly applicable benefits. 
First, simply undertaking primary research that is in-
formed by familiarity with the arts community and the 

particular questions that most need to be addressed 
in that community has revealed the serious drawbacks 
of secondary research data often framed by unhelp-
ful criteria. Second, consulting directly with artists and 
the public to get a substantial perspective on the arts 
community from two under-researched components 
of the creative process may be challenging and messy 
from a statistical standpoint, but artists and members 
of the public have critically important insights and are 
eager to share them. Third, the study has demonstrat-
ed the value of the emerging trend of examining the 
arts and culture as ecosystems in a given place and 
time and, in particular, the networking taken as a given 
by scholars who talk about the creative economy as 
well as the creative or cultural ecology. Trying to un-
derstand what and how players in an ecosystem are 
connected can further inform and interrogate such 
theories while also giving us new ways of seeing arts 
ecosystems, assessing their health and sustainabil-
ity and developing an action plan to foster adaptive 
resilience that will ensure the ecosystem’s long term 
vitality. In a recent provincial Arts Congress convened 
to focus on SPAR’s findings, it became clear that en-
gaging the entire arts community in such a process 
was feeding and energizing the arts ecosystem – in 
fact enhancing the very connectivity we were study-
ing in a way that previous research solely for lobbying 
purposes had not done. SPAR is now moving forward 
to broaden this work into the entire Prairie region of 
Canada over the next 8 years, I invite colleagues inter-
ested in similar ecological studies to partner with us in 
comparing data and developing further methodology 
for what promises to be a productive field of research. 
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