STORIES TO ACTION

Co-creating Inclusive Pathways to
Professional Theatre in Edmonton

Anti-Fat Bias in Creative Process

Special Report
by April MacDonald Killins
May 2021

STORIES TO ACTION:

CO-CREATING INCLUSIVE PATHWAYS TO PROFESSIONAL THEATRE
Anti-Fat Bias in Creative Process
Treaty 6

This research was carried out in Treaty 6 Territory, a traditional gathering place for diverse Indigenous peoples
including the Cree, Nakota Sioux, Saulteaux, Dene, Blackfoot, Tsuut’ina, Ktunaxa, Haudenosaunee, Inuit, Metis, and
many others. Indigenous histories, languages, and cultures were the first to occupy this place, and I respect and
support the sovereignty of these nations as continued stewards of this place and its resources. I also recognize that
colonization is an ongoing process that I participate in, and meet that recognition with a commitment to relationship
repair through relationship-based practice. It is in the spirit of building right relationships aligned with our peace and
friendship treaty that this project promotes equitable collaboration between peoples that is mutually beneficial. We
are all beneficiaries of this land, and we are all treaty people.

Introduction

The research findings in this report are part of a larger project that was undertaken with the theatre community
in amiskwaciy-wâskahikan, also known as the city of Edmonton in Alberta. The full research project was designed
and executed between February 2020 and February 2021. An in-depth paper and additional resources related to this
project can be found at transposethestage.ca.
This special report will outline research findings related to:
The experience of participants in Edmonton's theatre training pathways, as related to size inclusion and antifat bias.
Community-driven and evidence-based recommendations for institutions.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ABOUT THE COVER ARTIST

April MacDonald Killins designed and carried out this research
to facilitate effective communication between artists and
institutions. It was completed as part of her MA in Global
Leadership at Royal Roads University. April has been an
invested member of Edmonton’s theatre community since
2004. She also works in non-profit leadership, facilitating
community resilience projects in the charitable sector in
Edmonton.

Matthew Cardinal chose to paint several diverse flowers from
different regions to represent the many countries or
backgrounds we all arrive from, coming collective under the
same sun. Matthew (@attilo_fs) is a First Nations artist from
John D'or Prairie and living in Edmonton. He is a mixed media
visual artist who also performs his own beats and rhymes as
a HipHop MC. His training has been community-based,
mentored by the older generation he is now sharing
knowledge with the next generation through iHuman Youth
Society. Matthew's work can be seen in mural projects,
exhibitions and festivals throughout Edmonton.

PARTNERSHIPS
This research was made possible by supportive and engaged partnership
from the YEG Performing Arts Accessibility Ad Hoc Group, a consortium of
36 Edmonton performing arts organizations. It was partially funded by the
Edmonton Community Foundation, and its results were made relevant by
passionate participation from artists and organizations in the local
performing arts community.
2

©April MacDonald Killins 2021

RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS
Participating Artists
Artists were invited to participate in a qualitative survey, advertised publicly by Theatre Alberta and various
organizations associated with the YEG Performing Arts Accessibility Ad Hoc Group. The survey was
completed by 123 participants.
Survey participants included:
Emerging artists who were still engaged in training programs at the time of publication
Artists who attended theatre training in Edmonton over the past 30 years, and had been working in
the community for up to three decades
Artists who had trained in Edmonton but later relocated
Participants reported a variety of lived experiences, represented in the chart below, many of which are
proven risk factors for marginalization (Montesanti et al., 2017; Sevelius et al.,2020). 54% of respondents
reported two or more intersecting risk factors for marginalization while 10% reported no risk factors.

Intersectional Experiences of Participating Artists
Responses coded to 'other' have been
combined to protect anonymity, because
each of their sample groups had less
than 10 respondents. 'Other' includes
newcomers and immigrants to
Canada, artists who speak a first
language other than English, nonbinary and otherwise gender diverse
individuals, Deaf, deaf and hard of
hearing artists.

Women
Two-spirit and/or LGBTQI+
Black, Indigenous, People of Colour (BIPOC)
Other
Caregivers (of children, elders, or others)
Physically or cognitively disabled
Self-identi ed factors
No risk factors for marginalization reported

Self-identified factors are
considerations that
participants added.
These included having
mental illness, fat
bodies, and being laterin-life emerging
artists (30+), among
other things.

Have experienced poverty
Neurodivergent*

*Neurodivergent, a term coined by Kassiane Asasumasu, "means having a brain that functions in ways that diverge significantly from the dominant societal standards of
'normal'"(Walker, 2014, para. 18). Participants were able to self-report neurodivergence and/or cognitive disability and/or mental illness as they saw fit.

Size Diversity Among Participants
Despite none of the survey questions directly addressing body image or size inclusion, 10% of total
respondents organically mentioned fatness as a barrier to inclusion in their qualitative responses. Of this
sub-group, 67% self-identified having a body larger than their peers. The contents of this special report
are focused on this sub-group of respondents and their experiences.
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FINDINGS
The following pages will summarize research findings related to anti-fat
bias in Edmonton's theatre community and theatre training programs.

In their own words...

"As a fat woman, I am always the joke on stage instead of a lead or a villain"
-Participant

"I can't help but feel that my size is a constant barrier to me getting work"
-Participant

"Being the only fat woman in an audition and not setting fat bodies on
stages always sets you up to wonder, "Did I not get this because of my
ability, or because I've been written off immediately?""
-Participant

"I can honestly say I never once felt like I belonged in my training program"
-Participant

"Being fat... you are not seen as a sex symbol or an ingenue and
costumers complain about bodies"
-Participant
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IMPACTS OF ANTI-FAT BIAS
Learning & Career Barriers

"Being fat has certainly impacted available opportunities"
-Participant

Participants reported anti-fat bias from selection committees,
instructors, and directors impacting their ability to access
learning and employment opportunities.

"There was significant bias
that someone of my size
wouldn't be physically
capable of the rigorous
dance component of the
curriculum"
- Participant

Participants sought out opportunities to play meaningful characters during their training, but
instead reported being groomed for stereotypical or comical roles because of the size of their body.
After graduation, participants expressed having access to fewer opportunities than their peers, as a
result of anti-fat biases held by casting directors.
Participants who did not identify as fat supported these accounts as bystanders when they wrote
about unfair treatment and casting directed towards their fat peers. For instance, one participant
shared a story about their classmate only being cast as a "maid or old woman" despite
demonstrating considerable talent.

Participants Reported...

63%

Lack of
Meaningful Roles

“Because of my size I was
constantly told to 'masc
up'... and always given very
straight, masculine roles
even though that is not what
I present as in day-to-day”
-Participant

63%

“I'm all for exploring range
as an actor, but it would
have been nice to play roles
that I had more of a
connection with as well”

Fewer
Opportunities

"I made space for myself
instead of waiting for
someone else to make it for
me (because it was very
clear that that wasn't
happening)"
- Participant

-Participant
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GAPS IN REPRESENTATION
Industry Representation
"Through representation, there is a direct line of proof that [you can]
make it in that certain industry"
-Participant

Participants discussed a lack of body diversity among theatre instructors, theatre professionals, and in the
peers and graduating classes ahead of them. This under-representation made it harder for them to feel a
sense of belonging in theatre training and on professional stages.

"I never once saw a
fat brown woman on
stage"
-Participant

"Do you see yourself and your experiences
represented in Edmonton's theatre scene?"
7.5

NO

5

"I wish for the next generation of
theatre grads to see themselves
reflected in their older peers and
be excited to apply"

2.5

YES

-Participant

0

Representation in Story Telling
Participants also discussed the stereotyped portrayal of fat bodies, and the negative impact these
stereotypes had on them and their career. Participants wanted to see more diversity of body size in:
serious roles
love stories
“ Where are all the fat
multidimensional characters
women, short men, and
characters that don't reinforce stereotypes
others who do not fit the
mould?”
Over 60% of Canadians are fat (Stats Canada, 2019), yet only
-Participant
a small fraction of media images portray fat people, often
presenting them in a negative light (Weinar, 2019). When fat
characters are featured in story-telling, the actors employed to play them are often thin (YFF, 2019).
Theatre-makers are always contributing to broader social stories with their casting, whether
consciously or not. Creators have an opportunity to influence public perception of fatness, by
positively representing size diversity in their story-telling.
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UNSAFE LEARNING & WORK ENVIRONMENTS
Intersectional Experiences of Prejudice
This special report looks most closely at a specific group of participants who
discussed size inclusion in their responses. However, 63% of those respondents
reported additional life circumstances that compound their risk of experiencing
oppression. Below is an overview of the full research sample group and the types of
prejudice they had experienced in Edmonton's theatre training and/or community:

Barriers Impacting Caregivers
(of Children, Elders, or Others)

Other (religious stigma, unsupportive
parents, and rural access)

Ageism
Mental Health Stigma

Racism

Homophobia

Misogyny & Sexual Harassment
(against women)

Ableism
Gender Bias (against trans, non-binary,
gender diversity)

Cliques, Exclusionary
Practices, Elitism

Fat phobia, Body Image, Anti-fat Bias
Poverty, Classism

Lack of Representation (in community,
faculty, theatrical canon)

Oppressive Behaviours Related to Body Size
Anti-fat bias becomes oppressive when individuals suffer unjust harms related to the size
of their body. This oppression "can be grounded in institutions or individuals" (Eller, 2014, p.
221). Research participants provided examples of individuals with positional power in
Edmonton's theatre training and professional institutions causing harm in the following
ways:
failing to provide artists equal access to wardrobe services / costuming for their body
harmful and/or inappropriate comments made about a person's body in rehearsals or
costume discussions
limiting a person's training opportunities based on the size of their body
refusing a person employment opportunities based on the size of their body
"In theatre school, I would be told my
breasts were too distracting when my
skinny and/or male colleagues were
wearing outfits that were much skimpier"
-Participant
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"Directors should work to break away from
their personal biases and training programs
should encourage performers instead of
breaking them down and putting them in a box "
-Participant
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Desired Outcomes

"Training programs need to be rooted in the community. They need to be
nimble to fit the needs of the people receiving the training. "
-Participant

When asked what participants were most interested in seeing from training programs and
organizations, responses related to body inclusion included:
Increased size
diversity of students,
employees, and
instructors within
organizations

Reduced/checked
bias in casting,
directing, and
costuming decisions

Anti-oppression
training and
organizations
committing to safer
spaces

"My wish for the next generation of theatre grads is to never to have a whole class of all white skinny
and able-bodied young people, and to cast the fat girls as romantic leads in school shows"
-Participant

The Power of a Safe Space
When artists found a sense of belonging in theatre spaces, they said it positively impacted their
ability to take creative risks. The word cloud below represents the personal and artistic qualities they
cultivated in theatre spaces where they felt safe and welcome...

Risk-Taking

Enthusiasm
Committed
Desire Interested
Enjoyable
Healthy

Supportive of Peers

Collaborative

Generosity

These responses were
astonishingly similar to
the selection criteria
listed by institutions
when describing what
they look for in a
successful candidate.

Fearlessness

This suggests:
1. Students who feel like they belong in the space are better able to deliver results the jury is looking for (which has
the potential to give artists from the dominant groups an advantage).
2. If programs create safer spaces where difference is invited, artists who face barriers to inclusion may be better able
to demonstrate enthusiasm, risk-taking, and greater capacity to support others in the room (exactly what juries said
they look for).
*The findings on this page include all types of training available to respondents (workshops, post-secondary, youth programs, studio training, etc.)
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Read the full report at www.transposethestage.ca
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