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Executive Summary

This first phase of engagement for the Okotoks Culture and Heritage Master Plan 
was intended to gain an understanding of community perspectives on heritage and 
culture in the community. The intention was to hear from a diversity of residents, 
including those who are heavily involved in culture and heritage and those who are 
not. The results included areas of general agreement, as well as areas of diverging 
views. During this phase, 438 participants shared their views through the online 
survey, presence at select events, three workshops, and interviews with leaders in 
the community.

Some of the key findings are:

• Passive culture or more informal events (i.e. community events) draw more of 
the general public out than formal performances

• Lack of time and awareness are the biggest reasons more people currently do 
not participate in more cultural activities

• Building community and connecting with and supporting each other was seen as 
the most important outcome of from a new Culture and Heritage Master Plan

• Running more events and more diverse events is key to attracting more people

• The Town can assist in the development of culture by supporting community 
organizations in delivering their own events

• The community is becoming more diverse every year. All these new people are 
not necessarily represented with the current culture and heritage programming
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Some points of conflict that will need to be addressed were:

• The end goal of the Culture and Heritage Master Plan. Some felt it was 
for building community while others felt it was to help expand the current 
programming and create new spaces and facilities to help growth

• Current promotion. Lack of promotion and awareness was a common complaint 
throughout this process, yet promotion was noted as the number one reason why 
attendance to events has grown so much in recent years. 

• Making Okotoks a cultural destination. This was a suggestion that came up as a 
solution to a few different questions. Yet, this idea was the least popular option as 
an outcome of the Culture and Heritage Master Plan in the survey

All of the information collected in this process is being used to help inform the work 
being done during our Design Sprint which will ultimately create the base of the 
Culture and Heritage Master Plan.
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Background
The new Culture and Heritage Master Plan will guide Town decisions on culture, and 
heritage for the next 15 to 20 years .

Culture, and heritage are important to our quality of life in Okotoks. As our 
community continues to grow, we need to provide programs, events, and facilities 
for all residents to enjoy and participate in.

This What We Heard Report summarizes the feedback that was received from the 
community during the initial phase of engagement on the Culture and Heritage 
Master Plan.

Guiding Policy
The process – both plan development and engagement – is guided by the Town of 
Okotoks’ Community Vision of:

The Town of Okotoks is resilient, where people, businesses, ideas and sense 
of community thrive. Grounded by the Sheep River valley and supported 
by thoughtful planning and design, a strong local economy and a vibrant 
civic culture, Okotoks offers exceptional quality of life at every stage of life. 
Respect for each other and the natural environment makes Okotoks home.

and the principle of Vibrant Civic Culture & Heritage:

Residents joyfully embrace Okotoks, and cultivate a rich quality of life. 
Okotoks provides access to a wide range of cultural resources, fostering 
audiences, participants and creators who contribute to community building 
and economic development. The strong traction of community events is a 
hallmark of living in Okotoks. Residents are engaged in civic life, and Town 
Council and administration promote open dialogue.
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Process
The initial phase of engagement ran from September 25 to October 30, 2017. 
Three approaches were taken for this initial phase of public engagement: survey, 
interviews, and workshops.

Survey: The survey was open to everyone - it could be accessed online and at 
Okotoks Culture Days and the Celtic Cowboy Concert. This survey was where we 
received the majority of our feedback.

The survey consisted mostly of quantitative and ranking questions with some open 
ended responses.

Interviews: A list of interviewees was created after discussion with the Town and key 
members of the culture community in Okotoks. Participants ranged from those who 
work in culture industries to volunteers to engaged residents.

Workshops: Three workshops were held in mid-October. The first workshop was 
held with students at Holy Trinity Academy. The other two workshops were open 
to the public. The format of the workshops used a “data walk” approach, where 
participants were presented with data about Okotoks. This information was used 
to spur thought and discussion about culture and heritage in the community. 
The public workshops also included a prioritization exercise, where participants 
brainstormed actions and were given a select number of votes to select the ideas 
that could have the most positive impact on the culture and heritage of Okotoks.

Participants

Workshops

99
Online

331
Total

438

Interviews

8
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Survey
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There were three separate ways that a person could take part in the survey: Online, 
at Culture Days events, and at the Celtic Cowboy Concert. The intention was to 
be as accessible as possible, gather feedback from the broader community and 
hear voices that don’t necessarily have the time or capacity to participate in more 
intensive activities, such as workshops.

The questions were mostly quantitative asking participants to ‘check all that apply’ 
or ‘rank in order of priority’. There were also spaces for open ended responses 
if participants felt their responses did not fit any of the available options. The 
following pages outline the responses heard to the survey questions.
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What kind of local experiences in Okotoks do 
you participate in?

Theme Frequency

Community events 309

Visit natural areas 298

Visit the library 245

Attend cultural facilities 182

Attend musical 
performances

175

Attend theatre 
performances

163

Participate in 
neighbourhood activities

131

Participate in arts 
programs

100

Theme Frequency

Sports and recreation 11

Local performances 5

Volunteer 4

Other responses

Discussion
Taking part in community events and visiting natural areas were the two most 
common local experiences that participants took advantage of. This was followed 
fairly closely by visiting the library. Cultural facilities and performances filled the 
middle section. Participating in arts programs came up last - only a third of the 
votes ranked this option among the top two.
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What are the biggest barriers to you 
participating in local culture and heritage 
activities in Okotoks?

Other responses

Discussion
Time and awareness were clear front runners for barriers to participation, with 
each being close to equal frequency to the third, fourth, and fifth most common 
combined. While some of the “other responses” appear similar to the created list, 
the participant was often being more specific and felt it was worth differentiating. 
For example, the transportation challenges referred to general mobility challenges 
or lack of parking.

Theme Frequency

I don’t have enough time 150

I’m unaware of these 
activities taking place

146

Other 65

I’m not interested in 
these kind of activities

45

Costs are too high 41

Lack of transportation 
options

13

I don’t feel comfortable 
participating in these 

activities
13

Theme Frequency
Lack of promotion or 

awareness
9

Lack of quality venue 8

Lack of interest in events 6

None 6

Too crowded 6

Transportation 
challenges

5
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What are the most important results that a 
new Culture & Heritage Master Plan should 
achieve?

Theme Score
Increased connections 

among community members
1,171

Increase opportunity for 
public spaces to provide 

places to gather and create
1,136

Heritage, cultural and 
creative resources have an 

increased impact on the local 
economy

1,127

More Okotokians are able 
to participate in cultural 

activities
1,105

Downtown plays a more 
prominent role in the culture 

of the community
1,060

New kinds of arts and culture 
activities

1,022

Okotoks has a reputation as a 
‘cultural village’

718

Discussion
Respondents to this question did not express a significant preference across a 
number of results for this new plan. Given the relatively even distribution across 
most of the choices, it will be important to identify actions that can contribute to 
many of these results simultaneously - particularly helping to build community and 
bringing people together as a key direction. 
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How Can You Help?

Theme Frequency

Volunteer 16

Choral performance 11

Attend events 9

Help with 
communications and 

promotion
6

Discussion
This question received fewer responses than the other survey questions. Some 
respondents identified a willingness to volunteer for new activities, while others 
identified activities they are currently taking part in. This existing involvement was 
reflected by members of choral performance groups.
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Data Walks
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The data walk workshops took place at three different occasions over two days 
in October. The first workshop was at Holy Trinity Academy with art and drama 
students. The other two data walks took place in the evening and were open to 
everyone, as long as they registered ahead of time. The majority of participants were 
already involved in the arts and culture community in one way or another.

Data walks are a method of exploration that use existing data about a community to 
help spur thought and discussion amongst participants. A range of information was 
collected and shared with participants, alongside a set of related questions of how 
the data connects to the culture and heritage of Okotoks. 

The layout of the following pages work in sections, with the first page showing the 
data that was presented to participants and the following page(s) showing the 
questions(s) and responses.
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Lifelong Learning

What the graph tells us
• The number of Okotokians with a post-secondary degree or other qualifications 

grew over 60% between 2006 and 2011.

What else we know
• Over 18,000 people have an Okotoks public library card. 

In 2016, Okotoks Culture and Heritage hosted 99 different programs and events.
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How might culture and heritage support 
lifelong learning?

Theme Frequency
Create education 

programs to learn about 
culture

14

Have more creative 
spaces

9

Post-secondary school 8

More-better promotion 7

Discussion
The most common response was the development of educational programs to learn 
about culture. The sub-codes within this theme included partnering with a post-
secondary institution like ACAD and hiring professionals to teach the classes, from 
both within and beyond the community.

The next most common response was having more areas that support culture and 
creativity, with potential partnerships with the school system. 

Rounding out the top four solutions were adding post-secondary school and 
increasing promotion of existing resources/opportunities.
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Population Diversity

What the graph tells us
• In Okotoks, the number of people identifying as Aboriginal is rising. Those who 

identify as a visible minority have declined by half (from roughly 8% to 4% of the 
population).*

What else we know
• Alberta-wide 6.2% of people identify as Aboriginal and 18.4% as visible minority.
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How can stories of non-dominant voices 
be heard in Okotoks cultural and heritage 
planning?

Theme Frequency
More events (diversity of 

events)
22

Create groups to 
represent them

8

Make Okotoks more 
affordable to live in

7

Diversify the arts council 
and committees

6

More communication 6

Discussion
Providing more events that celebrate the non-dominant voices in the community 
was the most common response by a large margin. There was very little detail 
given beyond highlighting the unique culture and food, of various cultural groups in 
Okotoks. There was also an acknowledgement of needing to expand organizational 
representation of non-dominant voices, including the creation of new groups and 
ensuring that existing organizations reflect a diversity of voices and experiences.

The discussion around affordability primarily focused on the general cost of living 
in Okotoks and its impact on enabling a diversity of population. Communication 
referred to creating channels between community groups for them to know what 
other groups are planning so that diverse community groups can work together.
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How can reconciliation play a role in culture 
and heritage?

Theme Frequency
More events (diversity of 

events)
16

Connect with 
surrounding first nations

7

Help create pride in their 
history

7

Be transparent about 
history and learn from it

6

Discussion
Running more events that highlight other cultures was once again the most common 
answer. Again, there were little details beyond suggesting food and pow wows. 
There was acknowledgment of what the respondents didn’t know by suggesting to 
connect with First Nations in the region to help find solutions.

The third and fourth most common response revolved around being transparent 
about our history and what actually happened to help heal and celebrate all 
cultures.
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Life Pressures

What the graph tells us
• Okotokians are increasingly stressed and overweight.

What else we know
• Okotoks has the highest reported stress across all Alberta municipalities.
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How can cultural and heritage resources 
make Okotoks a healthier community?

Theme Frequency

Help relax 10

Create support and 
connection

10

Improved mental health 9

Outlet for creativity and 
expression

6

Discussion
The majority of the responses to this question focused on the fact that culture and 
heritage activities can help a person relax and improve their mental health, both in 
the short and long term, rather than specific suggestions as to how.

Some of the ideas that were discussed were connecting the sports and recreation 
community with the culture community to build connections and empathy. Yoga 
and relaxation centres were identified as specific opportunities to create a healthier 
community..
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How can culture and heritage bring comfort 
and tranquility to our community?

Theme Frequency

Public art 7

More creative spaces 6

Music 6

Encourages empathy 5

Create support and 
connection

5

Discussion
Similar to the other Life Pressures question, answer to this question were quite high 
level, focusing on general categories of activities.
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Business Environment

What the graph tells us
• Over 97% of businesses in Okotoks are small businesses. 

What else we know
• In 2011, one in every 33 Alberta workers had a cultural occupation.

• A small business is classified by having less than 50 employees. 
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How would you describe the relationship 
between business and culture in Okotoks?

Theme Frequency

Good 24

Depends on the business 13

Poorly 11

Small businesses are 
part of the culture

10

Discussion
The overall relationship between the business and culture communities appears to 
be positive. Businesses located downtown, newer, and independent businesses were 
identified as having stronger connections to the cultural community in Okotoks. 
However, a smaller amount of participants identified the relationship as being poor. 
This will vary, depending on specific circumstances, but this discrepancy highlights 
an opportunity to improve this relationship overall.

There was a recognition within a broader definition of culture that small business 
and entrepreneurship are part of the culture of Okotoks, whether or not they 
directly fund cultural events and activities.



23

How could these relationships be 
strengthened?

Theme Frequency
More promotion of the 

‘value of local’
8

Town being clear about 
what it does and does 

not do
6

Desire for Town  
to do more

5

More communication 5

Discussion
These responses put more explicit responsibility on the Town than many of the other 
questions. Respondents identified the need for the Town to create a strong identity 
and lead the way to creating partnerships between businesses and culture groups. 
They also want the Town to be clear about what they are willing to do so that the 
community and businesses know exactly what they are responsible for.

There was also an identified need to increase communication. That is, the cultural 
community and businesses should communicate between each other, to build 
empathy, find common ground and learn how to best work together. Additionally, 
these groups should communicate to the public, promoting one another and 
building each other up. 
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Commuter Flow

What the graph tells us
• More residents identify Okotoks as their place of residence than identify it as 

their place of work. 

What else we know
• For 45% of our survey respondents to date ‘lack of time’ was a barrier to their 

participation in Okotoks culture. The most prominent of all barriers.
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How can culture and heritage flourish in a 
community where so many people drive out 
of town for work?

Theme Frequency

Make it easy to access 16

Make Okotoks a cultural 
destination

16

Add businesses/jobs to 
Okotoks

15

More/better promotion 9

Run more events 5

Discussion
The two most common responses were: making culture and heritage easy to access 
and making Okotoks a cultural destination. In terms of accessibility, this primarily 
meant running events later in the evening and on weekends. The other most 
common theme approached the challenge from the opposite direction, suggesting 
to make Okotoks a cultural destination so that people want to come to the events 
and adjust their schedule to make it happen.

Another response was to increase job opportunities in Okotoks. This would reduce 
the number of people commuting out of town. There was little discussion about how 
to do this, but some suggested building up the culture industry, which ties back to 
making Okotoks a cultural destination.
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How can we provide access to cultural and 
heritage resources for folks that don’t have a 
lot of time?

Theme Frequency

Have an online presence 14

Promotion 13

Make it easy to access 12

Discussion
The theme of developing an online presence spoke to offering online programs for 
people to partake in on their own schedule. Another suggestion was the creation of 
a podcast for residents to listen to during their commute or at other times. 

The promotion theme spoke to providing more notice about events rather than 
covering them after they have happened. This would allow people to plan ahead for 
events that interest them.

Accessibility was the third most common theme, which mirrors the previous 
question related to the high levels of commuters. This theme is referring primarily to 
hosting events more often in the evening and on weekends.
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Participation

What the graph tells us
• Culture and heritage venues have seen attendance significantly increased year-

over-year since 2010.

What else we know
• In 2016, the taste of Okotoks event saw 50% ticket sale increase. 

• Nearly 100,000 visitors attended Town-sponsored events in 2016

Okotoks Art Gallery, Museum & Archives, and 
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Nu
m

be
r o

f V
is

ito
rs

0

7500

15000

22500

30000

Year
2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

All Venues
Without RPAC



28

Why have participation rates seen such high 
growth?

Theme Frequency

Promotion 22

Regional community 12

Higher quality events 9

Running more events 9

Higher population 8

Discussion
Promotion was identified as the most prominent reason for increase in participation 
rates. This provides an interesting counterpoint to responses to previous questions, 
where promotion was seen to be lacking. 

The growing number of people in the Town and surrounding area was also 
acknowledged as a factor. As well, increased participation rates were attributed to 
the frequency of high quality of events.
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How do these cultural venues accommodate 
diverse creators?

Theme Frequency
Running more, and more 

diverse, events
12

More, and better, 
promotion

9

Need more spaces 8

They don’t do it well 5

Organizers promote 
equality

5

Understanding and 
accepting other cultures

5

Discussion
For this question, the top theme discussed the variety of people and events that 
were allowed to take part and accepted in the cultural community. The organizers 
were mentioned as being open-minded and welcoming.

The second, third and fourth most common themes alluded to the desire for a new 
facility and more cultural spaces. 
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Resources

What the graph tells us
• In 2016, Parks, Recreation, & Culture as a whole had the largest portion of the 

municipal budget. However, Culture & Heritage receive just 4% of this portion. 

What else we know
Okotoks Culture and Heritage inspires passion for history and art through the    
delivery of the following core services:

1. Manage the Okotoks Art Gallery, Okotoks Museum and Archives and Rotary 
Performing Arts Centre

2. Deliver diverse and engaging public programming 

3. Provide stewardship for the artifact, archival and art collections entrusted to 
our care.

4. Collaboratively manage the Okotoks Visitor Information Centre

5. Offer unique venues for public and private use and for the creation and 
promotion of art
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What roles are most important for municipal 
government to play in culture and heritage?

Theme Frequency
Support projects and 

people
22

Funding 18

Listening to the needs 10

Create policy 7

Discussion
A key theme that rose to the top was that the Town should not be exclusively 
responsible for leading cultural activities and initiatives. Rather they need to provide 
support and let the community lead. What type of support was not always clarified, 
but funding was one suggestion. This funding theme also talked about providing 
land and/or paying for a new facility.
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How could resources for culture and heritage 
be used most effectively?

Theme Frequency

Venues 9

Partnering with other 
institutions

8

Run more events 5

Work with the regional 
community

5

Give culture equal 
funding to what sports 

receives
5

Discussion
Getting a purpose-built facility was the most common theme, with a majority of 
these responses explicitly asking for a theatre. The next most common theme was 
partnering with other institutions, such as schools, to help distribute the costs and 
increase users. Another suggestion for distributing costs and increasing users was to 
work with the surrounding counties and municipalities to build a shared space that 
serve the entire region, similar to the new field house.
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Prioritization
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Theme Votes

Spaces and facilities 61.5

Festivals and events 29.5

Creative cultural 
industries

13

Natural heritage 10

Community cultural 
organizations

8

Cultural Heritage 7

Spaces and Facilities
Why: Arts and culture are currently not able to grow due to space restrictions. 
Creating a multi-use space to accommodate a variety of arts and culture activities. 
The space could include use for artistic creation, education and additional rental 
space. 

Action: A key focus was on creating a purpose built venue. To get funding, 
participants suggested exploring partnerships, grants and support from all levels of 
government. Another idea was partnering with existing resources (i.e. churches) to 
create space. Most of the responses put responsibility on the Town to, at the very 
least, initiate action.

During the Data Walks Workshops, participants were asked to brainstorm ideas 
across various kinds of cultural and heritage resources that would move Okotoks 
towards the community Vision and Priniciple. Groups were then asked to prioritize 
which ideas they felt would be most impactful in moving towards the desired future 
for the community. The following outlines the results of these conversations.
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Festivals and Events
Why: Festival and events are a good way to promote what is already happening in 
the Town. These events can also get more people on board, build community and 
attract more people into the cultural life of Okotoks.

Action: Festivals and events were seen as not solely the responsibility of the Town. 
Participants suggested making the process to hold a festival or event more user-
friendly than it currently is today. Partnerships with community organizations were 
also identified as a way to expand the impact of festivals and events.

Creative Cultural Industries
Why: These industries serve multiple roles of drawing people to the community, 
helping grow and diversify the economy, and raising awareness of culture in 
Okotoks. In addition to these benefits, developing creative industries could also 
assist with the development of a performing arts centre.

Action: Put together a promotional campaign to draw people and and industries to 
Okotoks. Other approaches could include incentives, such as tax breaks and parking 
restrictions, or collaborative funding models to bring more creative industries to the 
community.

Natural Heritage
Why: Protection of natural areas. Especially watersheds.

Action: Create environmental planning structure. Protect and expand key sites 
throughout the Town and surrounding areas as the Town continues to grow.

Community Cultural Organizations
Why: These are the people that make events happen in the Town. These 
organizations also help increase diversity.

Action: Promote the awareness of these organizations. The Town should provide 
funding opportunities to help them thrive.

Cultural Heritage
Why: Local history is important because it helps create culture and a shared 
understanding of who we all are.

Action: Bylaws to help protect historic buildings/sites. Walking tour signage and 
map.
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Interviews
Interviews included a range of participants from cultural and community leaders to 
engaged citizens. This allowed for a deeper exploration into the insights and ideas of 
these involved individuals. Key themes emerged in three categories: infrastructure, 
connections and leadership, and engagement and need.

Infrastructure
Interviewees identified that historically, engagement and infrastructure growth has 
been to support sports and recreation. They would like to see infrastructure to help 
visibly support the growth of culture in Okotoks. Some felt that this should be a 
large arts venue, while others felt that focusing on cultural activities created better 
value and was more meaningful.

Connections and Leadership
There is a positive outlook on the growing connections and ambitions by the Town 
and its surroundings. Specific connections that were discussed included other 
sectors in the town, communities surrounding the town, and with the education 
sector. The education sector was specifically noted for its added advantage of 
getting youth involved earlier in their lives.

Building community and connecting with others in the town and supporting each 
other was mentioned multiple times as key value of culture in Okotoks.

Similar to the data walk responses, there was a emphasis on the Town taking more 
of a supporting role for people that have ideas and ambitions. Reducing barriers 
to action and participation is as important as actual funding. Although Allan Boss 
(Culture and Heritage Services Manager with the Town of Okotoks) was mentioned 
most frequently, leadership in the culture and heritage community appears to be 
distributed across various sub-areas, such as music, drama, visual arts, etc. This 
highlights the need to ensure connections and relationships amongst these various 
leaders in the culture and heritage community.
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Engagement and Need
The growing population is highlighting and expanding the diversity of population 
and their different needs and desires. This is something that will be easier to address 
sooner rather than later. There is also a perception by those most actively involved 
in the cultural community that it could be valued by a wider group of people and 
engagement is currently lower than it could be.

Across interviewees, there were mixed opinions on a venue, with some citing limited 
evidence of user need, beyond the projected growth of Okotoks.
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Key Takeaways
Overall, there were few surprises or areas of need that are not already being 
addressed or, at least, acknowledged to be addressed in the future. There were 
some topics that had conflicting views or solutions that will need to be discussed 
and worked through as this process moves forward. These topics are:

Points of Conflict
End Goal of the Culture Plan in Okotoks: The survey portion of engagement showed 
an opinion that the primary goal of a new Culture and Heritage Master Plan is to 
build community and bring people together. This was a sentiment that was rarely 
mentioned during the workshops with those that are currently more involved in 
culture in the town. Rather, building new spaces or facilities and running more events 
were the top goals according to the prioritization exercise during the workshops. 
Interview participants mentioned the value of building community and were split on 
the need for new venues.

Related to this is that a prevailing viewpoint through most of the feedback is 
a perception of culture and heritage within the narrow lens of arts and culture. 
Responses would reference arts regularly.

Making Okotoks a Cultural Destination: This was another topic that had a different 
outlook between the survey and the workshops. When prioritizing in the survey, 
turning Okotoks into a cultural hub was an outlier well below the rest of the options, 
yet it came up as a solution during the data walks.

Promotion: A regular theme that appeared in the data walks was the need 
to improve and increase promotion for cultural events. Yet, when asked why 
attendance to cultural events has grown so much, the amount and quality of 
promotion was the most common theme. This can be interpreted in a number of 
ways and further research will need to be done. 

The first option is that promotion is working well so the Town should continue 
on this trajectory and build on established momentum. The second option is that 
some people know where to look or have the right connections so they feel that 
promotion and awareness is good while other people don’t have those connections 
so they feel that it is lacking or nonexistent. 
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Other key takeaways
Diversity: Statistics are showing that Okotoks is becoming a more diverse 
community. This diversity can be a wonderful addition to the culture of the 
community. The challenge will be how to welcome new voices and integrate them 
into the culture and heritage of the community. Initial ideas for diversifying existing 
culture and heritage organizations and establishing new organizations to represent 
diverse voices give a starting point, but further exploration will be required as the 
project proceeds.

Availability: Many Okotokians have busy lifestyles with little free time. This can be 
caused by commuting time, lifestage and family, or a number of other aspects. The 
challenge is that attending cultural events seems to be extremely difficult for many 
residents. Creative solutions to make culture and heritage activities more accessible 
will be a key focus for the development of the Culture and Heritage Master Plan.
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Next Steps

The feedback and analysis from this engagement has been used to help inform the 
project team on culture and heritage in Okotoks and is being used to create the 
content for our next phase, a design sprint.

A design sprint is a multi-day intensive set of workshops that will allow the 
project team and participants to fully immerse themselves in the challenges and 
opportunities facing Okotoks. By the end of the week of November 27th, the project 
team will have many of the ideas and solutions that will form the basis of the 
eventual Culture and Heritage Master Plan for Okotoks.


