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Titled “Wolf Dancer”, the cover image is meant to showcase the strength and beauty that Indigenous 
performing artists share with their audiences. Her orange blanket represents the resilience of  
Indigenous peoples, communities, and artists, and is meant to communicate the following sentiment:  

“We are still here. We are fierce. We 
are delicate. We are still dancing.”
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Marissa Nahanee is a Squamish and Nisga’a Indigenous Ambassador living in Eslha7an (North 
Vancouver). She is a member of the Eagle Clan. Her focus is on carrying traditional teachings and 
protocol into the modern world through her art, bringing lessons of humility, generosity, and respect. 
Her artistic focus is on carrying traditional teachings and protocol into the modern world through 
her art, bringing lessons of humility, generosity and respect. The granddaughter of Chief Chester 
Moore O.B.C. and the daughter of Latash Maurice Nahanee, Marissa grew up surrounded by art 
and has been an artist since a young age. As an adult, Marissa graduated from the Art Institute of 
Vancouver and has studied at the Native Education College, working under the mentorship of many 
teachers, including Robert Tait, Trevor Angus and Shawn Evanshaw. Marissa draws inspiration from 

her Ancestors and Elders and continues 
to perfect her art, melding traditional 
styles with modern platforms. She prac-
tices Coast Salish and Northern form-
line. She is also a Founding member of 
the Sustainable Diversity Network at 
the David Suzuki Foundation, creating 
opportunities to learn about Indige-
nous chen chen stway (elevating one 
another). Currently, she is working as 
the Cultural Coordinator for Language 
and Culture Affairs at Squamish Nation. 
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Situating Ourselves - The Work, The Team
In late spring of 2021, the Indigenous Performing Arts Alliance (“IPAA”) set out to undertake a study 
on the impacts COVID-19 has had both on Indigenous artists in Toronto, and Indigenous artists on a 
National scale. To complete this project, IPAA contracted Indigenuity Consulting Group Inc. (“Indige-
nuity”). The team from Indigenuity included Janis Brooks and Brock Endean.

As an Indigenous owned company, Indigenuity understands the importance of recognizing, respecting, 
and incorporating Indigenous culture and values into our work. In planning this project, we aligned our 
process with the IPAA values to ensure our work was focused on amplifying the voices of Indigenous 
artists to tell their unique stories. The information and experiences shared throughout this report are 
those of Indigenous artists who have trusted us to ensure their input is carried forward and used in a 
good way. We take this responsibility seriously and have offered each of the interview participants an 
opportunity to review this document and provide feedback prior to publication. 

To conduct the survey outreach and bring the responses together, Indigenuity partnered with CTRS, 
the largest and longest-running market intelligence firm in Canada. CTRS is a certified B-Corp, recog-
nized for their commitment to social and community responsibility. Their approach to the work helped 
integrate and maintain a human lens on the quantitative data of the experiences shared. 

Our Gratitudes - Acknowledgements
At Indigenuity Consulting Group, our team carries a strong sense of gratitude for the opportunity to 
work across Turtle Island. We acknowledge that these traditional territories, communities, Nations, 
and Confederacies of Indigenous peoples have thrived for time immemorial. We are honoured to play 
a small part in ensuring that our work contributes to this in a positive way.

Indigenuity also acknowledges all urban First Nations peoples, as well as Metis and Inuit individuals 
living in these beautiful territories.

We would like to acknowledge the Indigenous artists, community members, and service providers who 
shared their wisdom and insights for this report. Without these connections and the contributions from 
these individuals, this project would not have been possible. Our sincere gratitude is extended to the 
139 Indigenous Artists who completed the online survey, and the following artists who shared their 
experiences through an interview:

Amber Ruthart

Angee Acquin

Brenda MacIntyre

Ceirra Sarazin

Donald Morin

J’net Ayayqwayaksheelth 

Jake Rice

Johnny Aitken

Jolene Robichaud

Kristy Janvier

Mell Kirkland

Moneca Sinclaire

Olivia Shortt

Perelandra Waddle

Ray Sewell

Robin Tinney

Ruby Bruce

Sandy Powlik

Shan Powell 

Shirley McLean

Sophie Dow 

Veronica Johnny

Victoria May

We would also like to thank the following individuals for their support and contributions to the various 
phases of this project and report:

On behalf of IPAA, we would also like to offer acknowledgement and thanks to the Department of  
Canadian Heritage and the City of Toronto for providing the funding and support required 
to complete this important work.  

Camile Georgeson-Usher

Emily Henderson

GR Gritt

Cynthia Lickers-Sage 

France Trépanier

Conor McSweeny
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Our Process - Background & Methodology
Indigenuity specializes in integrating and balancing different viewpoints on complex and often con-
troversial topics. This has translated into developing engagement processes that ensure participants 
are able to share their viewpoints freely and confidently in an environment that values respect, trust, 
transparency, and listening. 

In designing this project with IPAA, it was important for us to create a safe space for artists to share their 
experiences and opinions, and we chose to start this by conducting an anonymous survey. The survey 
questions were both closed and open ended, allowing respondents to add additional perspectives, ex-
periences, and stories if they wanted. It was also designed to be able to report on National results, as 
well as results specific to the Toronto area. Once prepared, the survey was promoted through the IPAA 
and ICC membership list, on social media (including through a number of Indigenous related Facebook 
groups), online ads, and direct outreach to extended networks. 

While the information from this phase of the project provided a solid foundation, we knew that we 
would need to supplement the quantitative data with qualitative responses to truly understand the 
depth of how COVID-19 has impacted Indigenous artists across the country. To achieve this, we looked 
to storytelling as the means of learning individual Indigenous artists’ unique experiences before and 
during the pandemic. As part of the survey, artists were able to indicate if they would like to be con-
tacted for follow-up interviews. During the interviews, our focus was on listening and creating space 
for engaged dialogue that was flexible to the comfort level and pace of each individual participant. In 
total 23 Indigenous artists were interviewed and provided an honorarium for their contribution. 

To acknowledge and express gratitude for the time and contributions of all survey respondents, 
Indigenuity provided each participant with a download a link to an audio recording of “Quiet Years” by 
Indigenous, Juno award winning, artist G.R. Gritt. All survey participants were also entered in a draw 
to win one of 10 $100 Visa gift cards. To further acknowledge the dialogue and input received from the 
one on one interviews, all artists received an honorarium. 

In total, 139 Indigenous artists engaged with the survey. 
112 surveys were fully completed, and 27 were partially 
completed (answering at least one non-profiling question). 
The sample represents artists from across the country but is 
skewed to Central Canada. 42 respondents were currently 
residing in the Toronto area and an additional two called 
Toronto ‘home’ but now live elsewhere (n=44). 83% of re-
spondents describe where they are currently living as ‘urban’.

It should be noted that respondents 
represented a mix of art types. ‘Other’ 
includes (examples only) - beadwork, 
film, textiles, storytelling, candle 
making, circus arts, photography, culi-
nary arts, wood carving.  For the most 
part, artists selected only one genre 
(n=96, 69%), but just over a fifth (n=30, 
22%) selected two.

We recognize that compiling numerous 
voices into one report rarely highlights 
universal agreement on every aspect of 
those themes. Our team has taken great 
care to ensure that thematic areas and 
common threads are reflected in this 
report, while also highlighting issues 
that may have been raised by a minority 
or even one or two artists.

What We Learned
Throughout the survey and interview phases, we observed that there were no significant differences 
in the impacts faced between artists in the Toronto area and those in other parts of the country. Art-
ists who are most reliant on public venues seemed to have been hit the hardest, and the challenges 
brought on by the pandemic were often related to physical space. Mass closures and restrictions made 
it harder, or impossible, to find space for performances, gatherings, connecting, showcasing, as well as 
the space to work and create.

Those already working in rural locations acknowledged that they had previously embraced many of the 
working practices and platforms that others were now turning to, and as a result were better placed to 
adapt to working through a pandemic. Many respondents shared that they have been able to embrace 
virtual work, with hopes to see it continue post-pandemic to support or complement their traditional 
performance and art channels. 

It was noted that online art does not necessarily translate to the same level of financial income, but 
that was something which artists were hopeful might become better understood. Respondents rated 
the negative financial impact of the pandemic at 6.0/10, and the negative creative impact at a slightly 
lower 4.9/10. Unfortunately, 28% of individuals reported that they are still struggling with the most 
significant challenges they have faced as a result of the pandemic. 
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Government support was, on the whole, not highly rated. There was criticism that the arts had been 
overlooked, that support packages were insufficient and didn’t align with the self-employed nature of 
artistic work, and information on support options and grants was complex, over burdensome, or hard to 
find. Many artists shared stories of completing complex applications only to be denied on a technicality, 
or being beat out by other artists. In contrast, the importance of organizations such as IPAA in terms 
of mental health support, advocacy, connectivity etc. was highlighted. Several artists made note of the 
invaluable support (more than just financial) they had received from Indigenous organizations during 
the pandemic. Some suggestions artists shared to address these support challenges were as follows:

• Create awareness of the various supports, assistance, and grants available to 
Indigenous artists. This needs to be paired with education or training on how to 
successfully apply for these funds. 

• Create and maintain an online resources of all programs and funds available to artists. 

• Offer support or training for up-skilling that empowers artists to make the most of 
new business opportunities and online platforms.

• Build supports through a group or community model, so artists are able to hold up 
and be held up by other artists. 

While it is easy to highlight the negative impacts and challenges that resulted from the pandemic, it 
should be noted that artists identified both financial and creative positive impacts from the pandemic 
too. Some artists experienced increased support from local communities, others had been afforded 
the time for reflection, and many acted on opportunities to explore new avenues – namely via online 
channels and platforms. This speaks to the resilient and tenacious nature of Indigenous culture and 
artists alike, adapting and finding ways to thrive in new and ever-changing environments.

“Indigenous arts are a rare bird; they should 
be supported without the need to try to 

monetise the resulting art. If the goal is to 
truly revitalize Indigenous arts, we need to 
display it, show it, and share it publicly. Sell-
ing a sculpture or painting limits who will 

ever be exposed to it. The same holds true 
for performative arts.”

Journeys of Transformation and  
Areas of Impact 

To understand the unique journey each artist faced as a result of the pandemic, we asked a number of ques-
tions focused on understanding areas of impact, including barriers, challenges, successes, and opportunities.  

This section outlines these responses. 

What are the things you would have liked to change about the industry for Indigenous Artists?

“Grant applications are hard 
to find, overcomplicated, 

time consuming, territorial, 
with out-dated information.”

One things we heard in both the survey and inter-
view phases is that grant applications are hard to 
find, overcomplicated, time consuming, territori-
al, and often have out-dated information. Artists 
suggested that application processes be simpli-
fied, information on resources be available in one 
central place, and resources be shared between 
more artists instead of continually supporting 
those who are well known or already established. 

Respondents also shared that the industry culture can be very exclusive. Colonial standards around 
education still exist, and artists without degrees or formal education are not always accepted or awarded 
the same opportunities as their formally educated peers.  In some instances, artists shared experiences 
that were racist and discriminatory. It wasn’t only education that caused a divide - artists also shared that 
they faced exclusion based on their gender or identity, physical abilities, and accessibility requirements. 



What are the things you would like to see continue?The fact that many art opportunities are based in urban centres was also addressed in the project re-
sponses. Artists noted that the higher paying jobs are often in larger cities, which means rural performers 
have access to less opportunity or have a higher cost of participation based on travel requirements. 
Respondents shared challenges around transit to and from urban areas, the cost of living or working in 
the city, and the need to compromise connection to community to be near work. It was suggested that 
there could be satellite offices and venues in rural areas, that equipment and resources be available to 
people outside of urban centres. Another potential solution could be an Indigenous owned short term 
artist residence that provided safe, culturally sensitive, and affordable housing to rural artists during 
their visits to larger cities. 

When discussing potential changes for 
their industry, some artists discussed 
how creative communities are often tied 
to Eurocentric origins. This encourages 
colonial systems and processes, and cre-
ates further disconnect, displacement, 
or isolation for Indigenous artists. Some 
respondents shared that they had awful 
experiences outside of their Indigenous 
communities, their experience was neg-
atively impacted by the competitive 
nature, and socializing or networks of 
like Indigenous artists didn’t always 
exist. It was also noted that there were 
challenges around maintaining a unique 
Indigenous identity when producing and 
marketing art to a mainstream world. 
Some artists felt that the industry is set 
up in a way that forces Indigenous people 
to monetize their culture in ways that 
keeps non-Inigenous audiences comfort-
able; this takes some of the artistry out 
of their offerings, and they sometimes 
feel the need to tell stories in a mold 
that fits the mainstream narrative and 
compromises their traditional integrity. 
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Within the industry, artistic community, and Indigenous community, many have benefited from con-
nections, cultural teachings and knowledge sharing. Opportunities to teach children, share cultural 
teachings, and discuss Indigenous representation and philosophies of art were things that artists hope 
to see continue. There was appreciation shared for the chance to connect with Indigenous artists across 
the country, to continue to learn from one another, and to help the community grow through sharing 
information and resources about promotion and business growth. 

Artists also shared that mentorship was a critical part of building profile and skills, and hoped to see more 
of this in their industry in the future. The responses also highlighted that some artists were starting to 
see an uptake in bookings and performance opportunities as they embraced their Indigenous identity, 
or gained skills and momentum with marketing and promotion. 

Respondents also shared that they had started to see new and creative ways to blend healing prac-
tices into their art, which they hope continues to grow post-pandemic. Building profile for Indigenous 

artists and giving them credibility and status in 
artistic communities should not only continue, 
but increase. One way this is happening is through 
increased roles for Indigenous performers in film 
and TV. This also relates strongly to responses 
that focused on the need to make more space for 
recognizing Indigenous artists. One artist shared 
the importance of having discussions about dis-
mantling colonial systems and recreating a space 
that works for everyone. This was echoed in a 
response that discussed how traditionally white, 
male dominated industries were reaching out to 
leading Indigenous artists wanting direction on 
how they could be better supporters.

“Within the industry, artist 
community, and Indigenous 
community, I have benefited 

from connections, cultural 
teachings, and shared  

knowledge.”
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Impact
To fully understand how the pandemic has had negative or positive effects on Indigenous artists, we 
thought it was important to understand the distinction between financial impact and creative impact. 
Where many existing studies group these impacts together, the following responses provide insight 
into why these impacts need to be considered individually. 

We asked, “How has the pandemic impacted your work as an artist financially?” Acknowledging that 
impact could be both negative and positive, artists were asked to rate impact on both measures using 
a 0 (no impact) to 10 (significant impact) scale. 

The average negative impact score was 6.0 (n=131) compared to an average positive impact score of 
4.9. Responses suggest a lesser impact for writers (negative impact score 5.2, n=24) and a greater neg-
ative impact for those working in theatre (impact score 6.7, n=19) which makes sense given the public 
space requirements for theatre. Other artists such as painters also made comments about their ability 
to transition and work from home.

Although writers might have experienced less negative financial impact, there was no evidence that 
they had more positive financial impact. Musicians were most likely to report positive financial impact, 
with an average impact score of 5.2 (n=48).

The negative impacts seem consistent across respondents regardless of their geographic location. 
There was no significant difference in negative impact between those in the Toronto area (6.1, n=41) 
and artists based in other parts of Canada (6.0, n=90).

Some of the common causes of negative financial impact were loss of work due to closed venues and 
cancelled events, and the financial costs associated with adapting to new ways of working. Artists shared 
that in one day, the announcements regarding restrictions and venue closures cancelled an entire year 
worth of contract work. In many cases, no events meant no money, and some respondents found them-
selves solely reliant on other supports to meet basic living expenses. When virtual performances started 
to emerge, some artists were then faced with the financial burden of purchasing compatible equipment. 
Despite the financial challenges, responses did suggest that support from local communities grew. 

We also asked, “How has the pandemic impacted your work as an artist creatively?” Again, using both 
positive and negative measures on a 0-10 scale, from no impact to significant impact. 

Both positive and negative impacts on creativity were rated similarly, at 4.9 and 4.8 out of 10 respectively.

Artists based in the Toronto area rated the negative 
impact at 5.2 (n=41), compared to 4.7 for those in 
other parts of Canada (n=89), but this difference 
is not statistically significant.

Negative creative impact ranged from 3.7 for writ-
ers (n=24) to 5.6 for artists working in theatre 
(n=19). The highest positive impact scores were 
for dance (5.4, n=33) and music (5.3, n=47). 

In terms of positive impact, the survey showed 
that artists really valued having time for reflec-
tion. The restrictions and changes that came as 
a result of the pandemic also gave some artists 
opportunities to explore new avenues, though it 
was noted that the virtual work didn’t necessarily 
manifest as financial income. As one respondent 
shared, the pandemic “allowed for some pivoting, 
creative solutions.” 

Unfortunately, virtual opportunities are not always 
realistic for some forms of art. One individual 
shared that their ability to teach was impacted, 
as it is impossible to demonstrate or build a skill 
like carving via Zoom. In other cases, the public 
health measures interrupted the actual art cre-
ation. Photography, for example, saw a steep de-
cline for some individuals as people were not willing 
or comfortable wearing masks when mandated. 
It is also important to highlight that some of the 
impacts shared were long term, such as the stories 
told by artists who had to sell or pawn tools or art 
to be able to survive.   

To better understand the depth of these results, we 
also asked the artists who completed interviews 
to share what they would have changed about the 
way the pandemic impacted them.

 T-Test comparing the means for the two groups at a 95% confidence interval.  T-Test comparing the means for the two groups at a 95% confidence interval.
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“If you could change one thing about how the pandemic impacted you, what would that be?”

While some welcomed the quiet time and reset that the pandemic offered, many others experienced 
depression, felt unsafe, and couldn’t afford food. The thought of hosting a show or event that result-
ed in an outbreak left many artists fearful of resuming performances. Some respondents highlighted 
how their mental health suffered as a result from the constant change and chaos that resulted from 
regular restriction updates; as quickly as they were hopeful when numbers decreased, that hope was 
wiped away when a new wave or outbreak hit and venue closures or gathering limits extended. These 
concerns also exist for artists on a long term scale, with some sharing they fear certain opportunities 

will never resume or there will be permanent closures 
of venues or programs. In addition to concerns about 
mental health, responses shared that lock down and 
isolation had seen an increase in physical abuse and 
safety concerns, but access to emergency support 
and services wasn’t readily available in the same way 
it was pre-pandemic. 

Another thing that artists expressed they would’ve 
liked to change about the pandemic was the loss of 
connection to community and culture. The lack of 
in-person gatherings made it challenging to build re-
lationships, practice traditions, and maintain cultural 

connections. New artists experienced this in a heightened way, as they entered into the industry with 
little to no network and had trouble connecting with new people. The restrictions also found many art-
ists feeling isolated, with no avenues to exhibit work or test performance with audiences. Performing 
virtually also created a disconnect for some artists, who rely on the energy and interaction with their 
audiences to feed their creativity and drive. Travel restrictions and lockdown also meant that some 
people were unable to return to their communities for cultural and family reasons, or in contrast couldn’t 
leave their community to access services or opportunities in urban areas. Artists were often unable 
to meet in person to co-create, and this also resulted in a loss of research and learning opportunities. 
Creativity was stifled for some artists with mediums that did not translate well into online channels, 
and artists felt that some of their messaging and energy was lost without in-person connection.

“My creativity was stifled 
without a purpose, and 

would come and go without 
the inspiration that comes 
from being amongst other 

artists, their art, and  
audience energy.”

Artists across all performance and artistic 
mediums also shared that they would’ve liked 
to see less of a financial impact from the pan-
demic. Experiencing job loss and gig cancella-
tions, some artists were forced into survival 
mode, trying to pick up small jobs and funding 
or selling equipment to try and secure some 
source of income. For those who sold equip-
ment, they are now faced with the burden of 
having to repurchase the tools that are essen-
tial to their trade. Others were forced to move 
to areas with lower costs of living, and many 

found the supports that became available didn’t 
come close to covering the losses that resulted 
from cancelled performances. Respondents 
also noted that the change to virtual or digital 
business has oversaturated the market, causing 
more artists to compete against one another 
for a smaller pool of resources and opportu-
nities. It should also be highlighted that many 
felt the opportunities and resources available 
were stop gaps, and there were no sustainable 
funding options to allow people to continue to 
create with any sense of stability.

Challenges
Artists were asked to identify the most significant challenges they have faced (or are currently facing) profes-
sionally as an Indigenous artist during the pandemic. 

Identified challenges included: lack of opportunity for physical gatherings, reduced opportunity to connect with 
other artists, closed venues and reduced opportunity to showcase art, financial struggles, difficulty in finding the 
space and time to be creative, challenges in finding the inspiration to be creative and mental health struggles. 

Only one third of artists (n=126) reported that they had been able to successfully overcome the challenges 
they faced. But an additional 40% said that while they hadn’t yet overcome their challenges, they were confi-
dent that they knew what they needed to do. This leaves 28% that were still struggling with finding solutions 
to their challenges. This percentage was similar for those based in the TO area and elsewhere in the country.

How is the challenge impacting you now?
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Artists involved with dance were the most likely to be still struggling to find solutions to their challenges.

Those who had successfully overcome their challenges were asked to share how they had done 
so, and the advice they would give to other Indigenous artists facing the same challenge. The most  
prominent themes were around making the most of digital opportunities, using down time wisely (e.g. 
furthering skills and education), and the importance of positivity. 

“Take care of yourself first and foremost. 
Your health and well being are most import-
ant and there’s no shame in putting off work 

to just SURVIVE for a while.”

The following list provides some of the specific challenges artists spoke of in their responses, 

as well as some of the proposed solutions.

LACK OF PHYSICAL GATHERINGS
• Meditation
• Regular sharing circles via online 

platforms
• Taking the time to continue  

education and perfect skills

MENTAL HEALTH
• Continue to seek help from healers
• Virtual meetups with friends and 

artists
• Choose resiliency and positivity 

over negative thoughts
• Access free supports

REDUCED CONNECTION WITH ARTISTS
• Find ways to keep a positive mindset 

and stay creative

CLOSURE OF SALES VENUES
• Be open to new ways of selling
• Facebook groups
• New opportunities for exposure 

such as donations to fundraisers
• Take time to keep creating
• Maximize opportunities from  

online sales

FINANCIAL
• Utilize artist grants and co-ops
• Look at equipment sharing opportunities 

to split costs
• Focus skill development on the 

business side building skills such as: 
marketing, writing, bookkeeping

• Search for scholarships or apply 
to student assistance to continue  
education

SPACE AND TIME TO BE CREATIVE
• Maximize time management techniques 

such as calendar blocking to set aside 
time to create

• Minimize distractions such as phone 
and social media

• Partner with other artists to access 
studio space in an affordable way

• Create accountability to share ideas 
with other artists

INSPIRATION FOR CREATIVITY
• Stop overthinking. Start doing.
• Connect with other artists in new 

ways - mail art postcards within group
• Look to online opportunists for 

ways to inspire one another
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Despite all of the challenges that the pandemic 
brought for artists, it was evident in the respons-
es that culture and personal values helped many 
people persevere. One way artists looked to regain 
cultural grounding was connection to the land. 
Some artists focused on Indigenous teachings, 
and those in cities noted that re-establishing their 
connection to nature was incredibly important. 
Being able to spend time outside was also noted 
as a helpful coping mechanism, with some art-
ists sharing the importance of exercise, or time 
at the ocean/near the mountains. Others used 
their connection to land in unique ways, with one 
artist sharing an example of how they were able to 
utilize their food foraging and gardening skills to 
create a food sovereignty group. Hosting nature 
walks to learn about plants and medicines, and 
spending time in nature for meditative purposes 
were also talked about. 

Ceremony, ritual, and personal growth practices 
were also discussed as huge sources of support 
for dealing with pandemic challenges. While some 
artists were able to continue practicing their cul-
ture through one-on-one, physically distanced, 
visits with elders, others saw protocols evolve 
as their communities transition to offering some 
ceremony online. In other cases, having free time 
meant that individuals were able to do cultural 
work that their lives had restricted in the past, 
such as building a sweat lodge, living off the land, 

cultivating survival skills, and connecting with 
their community in nature. 

Connection was a strong theme, with many 
artists talking about the support they found by 
connecting to their communities and continuing 
their learning journeys. Urban artists who were 
living away from home were able to build new 
connections and a new sense of community with 
other people who had been similarly displaced. 
With many classes and workshops around lan-
guage and culture being offered online, artists 
were able to access these new learning opportu-
nities that may have been restricted by time or 
distance pre-pandemic. Others found support 
through family Zoom sessions, support groups 
from their universities, Indigenous counselling 
sessions, and joining writing groups. Some respon-
dents found support through the networks they 
built by accessing free courses, and some were 
able to participate in workshops or sessions that 
mailed out materials and art kits that also offered 
a cultural and community connection. 

With time and space to refocus their energy, some 
artists found new opportunities to reconnect to 
their culture and family teachings. For some, this 
was a chance to build relationships or learn more 
about their roots. For others, they were able to 
learn their language, take online classes in tradi-
tional dance, and have regular calls with family.

Support
Was there anything specific to your culture or values that helped you through this time? What is one thing that helped you stay committed to your art when everything was so upside down? 

While connection to community, family, and resources were all important in helping artists face the 
pandemic challenges, they also found strength within themselves to maintain their commitment to 
creating art. 

Artists shared that their personal values were key in helping them move forward with their art when 
everything else seemed to be stalling or stopping. Some focused on their connection to Creator, and 
teachings around staying humble and accountable. Others created schedules for practicing their art, 
committing to ongoing development and creative expression, or created time for self care practices 
such as ceremony or yoga. Another tool for staying on track with various art forms was education. For 
those taking formal courses or programs, deadlines and assignments helped motivate their efforts. 
Some artists took on their own learning, and found commitment through the investment they were 
making in themselves and their skills. 

In addition to intrinsic motivators, artists shared that physical and financial resources played an 
important part in helping them maintain a commitment to their art. Securing resources or funding 
was a driver for many, and this created the opportunity to utilize new equipment, new mediums, 
and shared work spaces. Financial resources such as CERB and various grants also provided stabil-
ity so that artists could continue to work on 
their art and projects without worrying about 
paying bills. Some organizations offered wrap 
around supports like food vouchers or fund-
ing specific for digital equipment to make the 
transition to online platforms more feasible. 
For some, this stability encouraged them to 
reevaluate their approach to art, looking at 
new revenue streams that might offer similar 
certainty going forward. 

“Every night, I go to bed  
knowing that I am honoring my 

ancestors, creating positive 
spaces for mental health and 

happiness, and promoting  
Indigenous art and culture.”
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Being able to share their art was also an important factor for many artists, and in doing so they found 
support from family, friends, and their communities. Some respondents were able to focus on social 
awareness projects, while others used the chance to share art and connect as a healing platform. Shar-
ing art also translated into sharing experiences and learning, and for some that meant helping others 
through grief, trauma, and depression. People were also able to build these opportunities to connect 
and share through virtual platforms - this encouraged many people to become familiar with new tech-
nology or apps and build their digital proficiency. 

While artists spoke highly of the informal supports they found throughout the pandemic, government 
support was only rated at an average of 3.9/10 for the entire sample size, with no statistically significant 
differences between ratings for artists in Toronto and other parts of the country.

There was criticism that industry-specific funding 
for artists had a competition element that wasn’t 
part of the support packages for other sectors:

“Programs such as the Canadian Emergency 
Response Benefit (CERB) and Canada Recov-
ery Benefit (CRB) have been helpful as a base-
line. Essentially making it possible to continue 
putting food on the table and keeping the 
lights on. When it came to offering support for 
artists, those supports were offered through 
Canada Council for the Arts and the Ontario 
Arts Council, both of these groups created 
competition-based programs to deliver grants 
to artists. This is unlike any other program or 
commitment to help industries faced with 
hardship due to the pandemic. No other in-
dustry had to compete for funding against 
their peers and colleagues or be a member 
of an institution; those programs existed 
and required only that you meet prescribed  
eligibility to access support.”

Many recipients also found the government sup-
port insufficient, noting it was not enough for 
people to thrive on. Single artists or those with 
families relying on a single income were even 
more challenged, as financial resources through 
CRB was not enough to live on. We also received 
feedback that all of the eligibility requirements 
and rules limited people from being able to access 
things like education or training at the same time. 
One respondent shared that it was non-pandem-
ic funds that carried them through the worst of 
the pandemic. Some artists observed that despite 
promises to fund Indigenous artists, funding was 
given to museums or organizations instead. The 
timing of funding was also restrictive and didn’t 
seem to account for the long standing restrictions 
or lasting impacts of Covid-19. Responses also 

indicated that artists weren’t always aware of all 
of the available resources, that some supports 
were restricted to certain fields, or application 
requirements and processes made it nearly im-
possible for independent artists to access funds. 
In some instances, individuals felt that the funding 
didn’t allow for the artistic nature of their work, 
not recognizing the financial loss faced by artists 
or focusing on small business owners instead of 
those who are self-employed. 

“The rules keep people safe, 
but let creativity die.”

Only 29% (34 of 117 respondents) said that they 
had personally accessed Government or program 
level support. 

• 12 people said they had received 
CERB/CRB, with an average 
rating of that support at 6.4/10, 
although ratings ranged from 0 
to 10 

• An additional four people 
simply stated ‘financial support’ 
(or similar), bringing the total to 
16 and the average rating to 6.6

Some respondents recognized the support from 
Indigenous organisations, nothing that without 
this support they wouldn’t have survived. In some 
instances, support could be as simple as connecting 
with their community for ongoing words of en-
couragement, questions about new art projects, or 
finding new opportunities for collaboration. Sup-
port was also delivered through non-Indigenous 
art groups and organizations such as the Canada 
Council for the Arts or MusicOntario.
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Throughout the project, many artists shared lessons of resilience, moving beyond their comfort zones, 
asking for help, defining new boundaries, and prioritizing mental health. Some noted that they were 
focused on decolonizing their mind and learning about new ways to Indigenize the systems and pro-
cesses in their life. Others spoke of changes they made in social media consumption, and some artists 
told stories of finding new inspiration for content creation. The pandemic also helped people realize 
their own strength and potential, offering lessons of capacity and energy people didn’t know they had. 

The broader performance communities also helped artists learn as a result of the pandemic, realiz-
ing that their peers and fellow performers were incredibly adaptable. Together, these performance 
communities found gaps in resources, but also power in their networks. Many shared experiences of 
(re)awakening and being part of a culture that looks out for others and participates in reconciliation 
through traditional learning and language, practice and protocol. In some cases, performers evolved and 
blossomed, and others found grace in trying to branch out to new platforms and performance mediums.

Is there anything that you learned about yourself, the performing community, or your culture during Covid-19?

“Language itself is art.”

The Path Forward - Considerations for  
Further Development

Artists across the country have been forced to change and adapt the way they work as a result of Covid-19. 

What changes would artists like to see continue beyond the pandemic?

More artists from other areas of Canada said they would like to see some changes continue beyond the 
pandemic than those in the Toronto area, but this difference was not found to be statistically significant.  

There was, however, noted concern from one artist about the vulnerability of online interactions: 

Several of the artists made suggestions of ideas for support that could be provided by organisations 
such as IPAA and ICCA, which are described in the following categories. However, one artist noted 
that the organizations would benefit from more visibility, as new artists aren’t always aware they exist. 
Another noted that more opportunities outside of the Toronto or Ontario area are needed. 

“There is great merit in affording Indigenous artists to create art for arts sake; to freely explore ideas 
and mediums without the need to sell their work. That requires patronage. Imagine being able to 
just create for a year without a financial worry, or even the concern if the work is salable. Work 
that speaks to things other than what the ‘market dictates’ would appear more often, exploration 
of style and form would occur.”

 Z-Test comparing percentages for the two groups at a 95% confidence interval. 



 Z-Test comparing percentages for the two groups at a 95% confidence interval.
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Funding, Education, and Technology 
A number of artists made reference to awareness 
of grants and other funding sources available to 
them, but support in better understanding the 
full range of these and how to successfully secure 
them would be appreciated. Artists suggested 
that funding sources should be supported by 
workshops in grant writing, and should move to 
non-competitive models. Many recognize the need 
to move their activities online, but again need 
support in understanding how best to do that and 
how to promote themselves and their work suc-
cessfully on digital platforms. It is also important 
to look at funding for licensing so that artists can 
have their work protected. 

When it comes to financial support, artists would like 
to see the funds align with more traditional activities, 
and support things like operations funding. Respon-
dents would also like to see a move towards more 
wrap-around supports, funding to support travel, as 
well as recovery benefits to help them transition out 
of the pandemic. It was also noted that language for 
funding streams should have more culturally sensi-
tive language and terms. Applications need to have 
appropriate wording when asking artists to self-iden-
tify, and should also consider aligning deadlines with 
traditional activities so artists don’t have to choose 
between completing applications or staying connect-
ed with their cultural responsibilities. 

In regards to sources of funding, artists would like 
to see an increase in offerings from corporations, 
and suggested this could be offered in partnership 
with municipalities to leverage opportunities. Put-
ting financial support towards incubator programs 
or business start up costs would also help the 
industry grow. Another suggestion focused on 
creating resources directed to youth, which could 
be paired with supports for teachers and mentors. 

To support the funding, respondents suggested 
the creation of a platform for customers to source 
Indigenous artists, online sales venues, digital 
workshops, and online sharing circles. Artists also 
noted they could benefit from access to quality 
recording and streaming equipment, as well as 
studio space. Survey and interview responses also 
gave suggestions on new ways to interact with the 
public, including both Indigenous and non-Indig-
enous audiences. Some of the ideas included an 
interactive map to show the location of various 
artists or studios, virtual reality equipment to 
allow artists to create an interactive exhibit that 
could be experienced by rural reserves, and com-
bined physical and digital experiences to increase 
accessibility and reach.

• Business and administration (such as accounting, 
marketing, branding, licensing)

• Creating safe online spaces

• Facilitation

• Traditional crafts and performance

• Video editing

 In terms of ongoing skill development, artists would like to see training in areas such as:

“Facebook markets are constantly trolled, 
and non-Indigenous sellers are using our 

images for personal profit. Perhaps a body of 
governance to stop this practice is needed.”

While many of these workshops or courses could be delivered online, artists also noted that they 
would like to see some training delivered on reserve to help build capacity and knowledge within their 
communities. Another suggestion was that skill development workshops could be supplemented by 
contests that encouraged participants to continue to create post-event. 

When asked how artists would like to access support such as the above, close to half (43%) said they would 
most prefer group support. Only a quarter showed a preference for on demand content (e.g. online tutorials). 

There were minimal differences for artists based in the Toronto area (n=38) and other parts of the 
country (n=77), with Toronto residents slightly more open to on-demand content, although the differ-
ence here is not statistically significant. 
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Community Connections, Mentorship, 
and Eldership

When it comes to building community, artists really value the ability to create networks within 

their industry. Many suggestions talked about the need to be more inclusive of different In-

digenous groups, creating alliances between Indigenous communities not only in Canada but 

on a global scale as well. Artists see new opportunities to build community post-Covid, with a 

focus on collaboration, mentorship, and eldership. One respondent suggested knitting com-

munities together through artist run centres and associations, and another suggested pairing 

artists together for collaborative projects. It was also suggested that pairing with mentors can 

be challenging, so creating a platform to assist with this would be valued. 

Respondents highlighted an interest in exploring new ways to connect with audiences, noting that 

taking shows and art to reserves or rural communities would allow more people to experience 

their performances. Creating a program that provided tickets to Friendship Centres or youth 

programs would also start to make Indigenous art accessible to more Indigneous people. Artists 

also suggested the creation of a networking event that would connect performers with music 

publishers, managers, presenters, theatres, etc.; creating networking and community building 

platforms as a follow up to events such as this, or other festivals, would also be beneficial. 

Artists also suggested finding more ways to create mentorship opportunities, and to include 

elders as an active part of their industries. They spoke of the importance of creating safe 

space to talk with elders and storytellers, and suggested finding ways to integrate Indigenous 

language in these exchanges. It was also noted that elders need to be treated fairly and better 

recognized for what they can bring to these types of exchanges. One respondent suggested 

that organizations could hire cultural advisors, and this could be one option for integrating 

elders into performing arts and production.

Venues, Studio Space, and Artistic Design 
Looking post-pandemic, artists offered numerous suggestions on how they would like to see venues 
and physical spaces improved. When it comes to performances, they would like to see safe, seasonal, 
culturally sensitive spaces where alcohol or substances are not permitted. For those in urban areas, 
they would like to see venues that were more affordable and near accessible transit. Artists in rural 
areas would like to see more studio spaces in their communities, as well as performance venues on-re-
serve. It was also noted that traditional music venues were designed to have large crowds, and some of 
these setups may need to be redesigned to accommodate changes in crowd and capacity limits without 
resulting in reduced revenues. 

Artists talked about the importance of creating venues that are designed to meet all different accessi-
bility requirements. Suggestions also included a balance between more outdoor venues, and ensuring 
that there were spaces to gather and create throughout the winter. When it comes to new spaces, 
respondents noted that the increase in available storefronts post-pandemic creates opportunities for 
new spaces. One interviewee suggested that urban areas could have a combination studio and gal-
lery, where the public could come to not only purchase art, but to watch it being created; this unique 
approach would blend mediums allowing carvers or painters to also work in person and teach about 
their craft and culture. 

Administration, Advocacy and Equity
When discussing the administrative and management aspects of the industry, respondents suggested 
they would like to see the creation of Indigenous owned and run production companies and manage-
ment labels. Artists also shared that large companies and venues tend to have existing favourites, and 
book the same acts; they would like to see equity in this to ensure that newer artists have a chance 
to be showcased as well. Respondents also saw an opportunity to receive support through advocacy; 
one example was mirroring what is being done in Ireland around tax exemption for artists, ensuring 
grants are non-taxable. There is also opportunity to advocate for Indigenous designed spaces, access 
to art for rural Indigenous communities, and streamlining funding and application processes to be more 
equitable and accessible for all Indigenous artists.  

“Seeing Indigenous folks within the 
leadership of these spaces.  

We need representation on stage and 
behind the scenes.”
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Cultural Awareness and Knowledge, 
Values, and Holistic Support

In moving to a post pandemic industry, artists would like to see a focus on cultural awareness and 
knowledge. This can be through standards such as land acknowledgements, incorporating more pro-
tocol or Indigenous language, consulting with proximate First Nations, and maintaining connection to 
the earth and environment. Many artists would like to see an effort to weave tradition with modern 
practices, in art forms, as well as communications, protocols, etc. Respondents also spoke about the 
support they would like to see within the industry for a values based approach that highlights the ways 
people create, work, and interact. 

When discussing support, artists were also very clear that care and attention needs to be paid to holis-
tic considerations such as mental health and overall well-being. Respondents mentioned an interest in 
spiritual support from elders, support groups for artists, platforms for voicing concerns, and access to 
free or subsidized counselling. Some artists feel overwhelmed with the impacts of the pandemic, and 
suggested they would benefit from mental health support that specifically helped them address their 
trauma to prepare for life post pandemic. Sustainability was also discussed, and artists noted that these 
supports should match the financial offerings so artists weren’t required to work multiple jobs to make 
ends meet and barely survive.

APPENDIX: 
TORONTO SURVEY SUMMARY

“We need to re-instill the values 
of patience, relationship building, 

learning and support.”



“I had an entire spring, summer and fall lined up where various 
festivals and events were taking place. I was originally set up 

to have a strong year as a performing artist.  
However, the matter of a few days in March immediately 

following the restrictions, I lost every single contract I held 
and was unsure of how I was going to recover. “ 
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THE SAMPLE
44 indigenous artists from the Toronto 
region engaged with the survey, 38 fully 
completed it and 6 partially completed it 
(answering at least one non-profiling question). 

A mix of art types are represented. ‘Other’ 
includes - beadwork, film, textiles, storytelling, 
candle making, circus arts. 

For the most part, artists selected only one 
genre (n=30, 68%), but 9 (20%) selected two.

IMPACT
Negative impact of the pandemic was rated by Toronto-based artists at 6.1/10 financially and 5.2/10 
creatively.

Financial impact:

Creative impact:

CHALLENGES
Artists were asked to identify the most significant challenges they have faced (or are currently facing) 
professionally as an Indigenous artist during the pandemic. 

•  Lack of physical gatherings
•  Mental health
•  Closure of usual sales venues and opportunities to showcase art
•  Reduced work opportunities
•  Difficult to find partners and collaborate

“For the first 11 months of the pandemic, I was able to go spend time on 
the land, retreat, reflect, be in service and small ceremony off grid which 

offered massive grounding and stability. I am also able to be more  
present and supportive to my peers now, after having that time to pause, 

organize my own traumas and move forward.” 

“Time on the land reminded, inspired and prepared me to create more 
than I ever have. In 5 months, I’ve written/recorded 24 songs, produced, 
performed in and composed 3 dance films and have begun preparing for 

a series of live performances coming up in the next 6 months.”
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SUPPORT
Artists in Toronto rated Government support at only 4.5 out of 10. The difference observed between 
ratings for artists in Toronto and other parts of the country are not statistically significant. Just over a 
third of Toronto based artists (14 of 40 respondents) said that they had personally accessed Govern-
ment or program level support.

“The decision to work in my front 
yard forced me to interact with my 
neighbours and discuss what I was 

working on. Many people I have 
known for years didn't know  

I was a sculptor.”

“I opened myself to new ways of selling.”

Almost half of Toronto artists reported that they had been able to successfully overcome the chal-
lenges they faced. This is a somewhat greater proportion than was reported by artists in other parts of 
the country, where only a quarter reported having successfully overcome their biggest challenges. 30% 
of the Toronto artists said that they were still struggling with finding solutions to their challenges. 
This percentage was similar for those based in the TO area and elsewhere in the country.

“Stick to it and face it bravely.”

“Try working online, do 
 Podcasts. & Zoom etc.  

Keep balance with prayers and 
meditations.”

“As independent artist it is difficult to receive 
support when you are deemed an entrepreneur.”

“Hard to know where to reach out for help.”

“I am not aware of any help for musicians or song writers.”
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How can organisations such as IPAA help?

Connection:

“Early conversations about small gatherings or performances perhaps? Or even sittings with 
Elders, Knowledge Keepers or Storytellers in safe areas?”

Guidance:

“Where to go for assistance.”

“How to connect with a live audience.”

Financial support:

“Start up money for new equipment and licences.”

“I suggest that there is great merit in affording Indigenous artists to create art for arts sake; to 
freely explore ideas and mediums without the need to sell their work. That requires patronage. 
Imagine being able to just create for a year without a financial worry, or even the concern if 
the work is saleable.”

“Non-competition based relief funding for artists.”

Business development support:

“I’m having a really hard time figuring out the marketing.”

“Help to read and write grant applications.”

“Tutored to build up online sales platforms.”

"Programs such as the Canadian Emergency  
Response Benefit (CERB) and Canada Recovery  

Benefit (CRB) have been helpful as a baseline.  
Essentially making it possible to continue putting 

food on the table and keeping the lights on. When it 
came to offering support for artists, those supports 
were offered through Canada Council for the Arts 
and the Ontario Arts Council, both of these groups 

created competition-based programs to deliver 
grants to artists. This is unlike any other program or 
commitment to help industries faced with hardship 

due to the pandemic. No other industry had to  
compete for funding against their peers and  

colleagues or be a member of an institution, those 
programs existed and required only that you meet 

prescribed eligibility to access support.”
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POST-PANDEMIC
Artists across the country have been forced to adapt the way they work as a result of Covid-19. What 
changes would artists like to see continue beyond the pandemic?

For three quarters of Toronto-based artists, there aren’t any changes that they would like to see con-
tinue beyond the pandemic. 

“I believe that the delivery of virtual content is 
helpful and continues to address an  

accessibility need.”

“Continuation of on-line meetings/training.”

“Ideas for ongoing sales events that rotate each 
season with new artists.”

When asked how artists would like to access support such as the above, close to half of Toronto artists 
(42%) said they would most prefer group support. Only a quarter showed a preference for on demand 
content (e.g. online tutorials). 

There were minimal differences for artists based in the Toronto area (n=38) and other parts of the 
country (n=77), with TO residents slightly more open to on-demand content, although the difference 
here is not statistically significant.




