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This presentation is based on an article published in the 

Engaged Scholar Journal

Authors:
Jennifer S. Dockstator, Eabametoong First Nation, Misipawistik Cree First Nation, 

Opitciwan Atikamekw First Nation, Sipekne’katik First Nation, T’it’q’et, Lillooet BC, 

Gérard Duhaime, Charlotte Loppie, David Newhouse, Frederic C. Wien, Wanda 

Wuttunee, Jeff  S. Denis, Mark S. Dockstator
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Median earnings, 2005. 

Data source: Statistics Canada, 
2006 Census of Population.

MCN total income, 2005. 



The process of community 
engagement: what have we learned?
1. The importance of recognizing 

community strengths
2. Two different worlds
3. Pressures in communities and 

academia
4. Capacity and information technology 

issues
5. Summarizing shared insights
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Introduction
• PARP follows the principles of community-

based participatory action research (CBPR)

• CBPR is community-driven and action-
oriented. 

• Goal - radically shift/invert the balance of 
power

• Result- To meaningfully acknowledge 
Indigenous partners as nations, not 
stakeholders – with jurisdiction over 
research in their communities and on their 
traditional territories.
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The Foundational Strengths of the 
Communities 

• Research on Indigenous communities has often focused 
on the notion of deficit

• PARP has also highlighted the positives in communities 
to address poverty issues.

• Community leaders and activists demonstrated 
determination to improve the health and well-being of 
their communities. 

• Determination included project support, creativity, 
resourcefulness, resiliency, knowledge and skills to 
pursue innovation.

• Working relationships between research teams and 
First Nations- close, grounded in community strengths
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Different Worlds 
• Core differences exist between the world of 

academe and the five First Nations. 

• Acknowledge differences and see how combined 
strength lies in diversity. 

• CIHR guidelines support research that respects the 
culture and practices of Indigenous peoples. 

• The problem is context. 

• Structures and processes are often deeply colonial. 

• Progressive researchers have to navigate these 
challenges and bridge the two worlds.
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Different Languages

Translation into Indigenous 
languages 

Different understandings of 
commonly used English words; 
especially ‘poverty’; seen as too 
negative, stigmatizing and too 
narrow. 
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Different Languages- Poverty

• Sipekne’katik First Nation, suggested “Building Our 
Community Together”

• Misipawistik Cree Nation prefers “E-Opinitawayk” = 
“lifting ourselves up”: empowering the community, 
promoting self-reliance 

• Eabametoong: no word in Nishinaabemowin for 
“poverty” so replaced it with  improving 
community well-being. 

• In Opitciwan, the term contextualized as  “cultural 
poverty. Has focused PARP priorities on children’s 
ability to follow Atikamekw customs and beliefs 
rather than on economic development.
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Different Pace and Protocols 

• Pace of academic research (reporting) may vary 
significantly with the speed at which CBPR proceeds.

• Trust takes time

• Protocols vary for building relationships. 
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Different Pace and Protocols 

•Getting to know each other.

•Weather, periodic crises and 
emergencies and everyone’s heavy 
daily work loads and 
responsibilities.

• In many instances, flexibility, 
adaptability, and patience are 
important for healthy relationships. 
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Different Political, Academic, and 
Social Pressures 

• Heavy demands beyond PARP project on First 
Nations. 

• Limits to PARP participation, First Nations have 
extensive reporting and disclosure requirements to 
INAC.

• Opitciwan has the added challenge of being under 
third party management with INAC.  

• Tight financial resources.

• Two-year election cycle puts pressure on 
relationship.
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Different Political, Academic, and 
Social Pressures 

• Pressures on academics to balance PARP with other 
academic commitments and to adhere to funders’ 
and academic timetables.

• Publishing presents another pressure for 
researchers and requires fulfilling important 
responsibilities to First Nations. 

• Consent of communities sought; articles approved 
after editing and joint authorship with community.
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Different Political, Academic, and 
Social Pressures 

• A researcher’s accountability to the First Nation 

• Principles of ownership, control, access, and 
possession (OCAP).

• Balancing the fundamental philosophies of “do no 
harm” and “act for the good” with one’s academic 
freedom. 

• Relational accountability and reciprocity, “is your 
work clean?” 

• Research as ceremony, where attention to process 
and protocols as well as research content, is 
necessary. 

18



Capacity Issues

• Professional development programs for staff and 
management in band administrations is a constant 
priority. 

• Additional training is sought, but this depends on 
the availability of funds, time, and coverage for 
those away on training. 

• Cost is a huge issue in the fly-in community of 
Eabametoong; hence PARP and professional 
development course went to the community.

• But ongoing issues of vacancies, turnover and 
continuity. 
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Information Technology Issues 
• Band’s information technology (IT) resources vary 

from community to community.

• For some bandwidth speed is fast, and technology 
is present to facilitate effective communications via 
email and video-conferencing. 

• So distance learning and on-line professional 
development courses are readily available. Speeds 
for email attachments are also relatively quick. 

• For more remote First Nations, IT problems persist. 
In bad weather, the internet and telephone lines 
have often been disconnected for both Opitciwan
and Eabametoong. MCN also has internet 
problems. 
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Information Technology Issues 

• Tasks academics take for granted are sometimes 
problematic. 

• Even seeking assistance to troubleshoot computer 
problems is a challenge and in some places limited 
bandwidth speed leads to inability of IT workers to 
connect directly into the server with a dependable, 
high speed connection. 

• These problems persist for remote communities 
and have a significant impact on staff productivity, 
as well as PARP’s efficiency, because so much time 
is spent addressing them.
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• STRENGTHEN FAMILY

• Evening family Cree classes 

• Food bank

• New Parent Advisory Group:

• Cooking nutritional meals  Basic sewing

• Household management and budgeting 

• Traditional crafts CPR/First Aid

• Food Handling

• Support family gardens and small green houses

• Arena: Train kids hockey coaches

• Inspirational First Nation player/coach



• Improve Community Capital

• Bus Driver training

• Driver licenses (transportation to testing site and 
driver instruction)

• Cultivate Community Pride

• Community clean up

• Manitoba Hydro – household recycling

• Build economic capacity

• Lake Keepers:

• Collecting and selling fish guts for mink, pork meal,

• mullet fish cakes



Summarizing Shared Insights 

• PARP process focused on taking time to develop 
and keep trust relationships with each of the five 
communities. 

• For a project’s long-term sustainability and efficacy, 
a researcher’s dedication to the community and 
project needs to be balanced with care for one’s 
personal health and well-being. 

• Importance of taking time at the outset to develop 
respectful relations and caring for them throughout 
the project via clear communications, regular visits, 
listening, effort, patience, and understanding. 
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Summarizing Shared Insights 
• Responsibility and accountability = respecting the 

leadership and decision-making structure within the 
community and the need to seek community-wide 
support for initiatives being proposed. 

• Community commitment to PARP carries with it a 
responsibility for each research team to uphold a 
community’s trust. 

• Reciprocity or mutual benefit means work must 
contribute toward improving community health and 
well-being. 

• Relevance of the work to the community is key. 
Economic development approaches to poverty replaced 
by more holistic, Indigenous understanding of well-
being that integrates health (of mind, body, and spirit), 
social, educational, environmental, cultural, youth, 
elder, as well as economic issues.  
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Summarizing Shared Insights 
• Final insight: approach work with Indigenous 

communities with an open mind and open heart, 
staying true to the spirit and intent of CBPR and 
action research.

• Don’t come in with preconceived ideas.

• Communities now have experience with research.

• The research process, if properly designed and 
implemented, will result in ‘acting for the good.’ 

• Mutually beneficial research is an opportunity to 
build communal knowledge that can be used to 
facilitate change.

27



Thanks

• We extend our heartfelt gratitude to the five First 
Nations that have welcomed us into their 
territories, for jointly and collaboratively pursuing 
mutually beneficial research, and for allowing us to 
share what we have learned so far, providing those 
that follow with insights into engaging in work with 
and for Indigenous communities.
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Ekosi


