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Abstract

Recent research and social movements (e.g., #IdleNoMore, 
#NotYourMascots, #EveryChildMatters, #LandBack, #Pretendians) have 
advanced Indigenous resurgence and self-determination. In this essay 
we explore the evolution of community-based participatory research 
(CBPR) involving Indigenous Peoples. Much has changed since Castleden 
et al. (2012) used “drinking tea” to reveal the material realities of CBPR 
with Indigenous communities; then and now, it is more than simply a 
cup of tea. Here, we further scholarly understandings of “drinking tea” 
through Indigenous and decolonial lenses, as we see rapid shifts toward 
Indigenous-led CBPR (ILCBPR). Through our own ILCBPR experiences, 
we share insights into the intersections of relational accountability, data 
sovereignty and autonomy, cultural relevance in gender-based analysis, 
the power of ceremony in governance, and for decolonizing time, place, 
and all our relations in engaged scholarship. We contextualize our essay 
with examples from our work and offer guiding questions for those—
particularly non-Indigenous people—considering CBPR.
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Introductions:  
Setting the Table for Tea

P
icture this: a group of four people, 
sitting together, spanning four 
decades in age, drinking coffee 
(not tea), and reflecting on a 7+ 
year, $2 million countrywide 

program of collaborative, Indigenous-led 
community-based participatory research 
(ILCBPR). This program examined the 
reach and limits of reconciliation between 
Indigenous and Western knowledge sys-
tems within Indigenous–settler partner-
ships implementing renewable energy 
projects and policies. They wonder, “What 
does our program of research have to offer 
others, and how do we go about writing 
about those experiences?” As is the proto-
col in many Indigenous contexts, and since 

one person is new to the group, they begin  
with introductions, their genealogies, and 
ancestral lands.

Diana (aka Dee): Kwe’, ni’n na teluisi Dee. 
Wetapeksi Sipekne’katik, etek Mi’kma’ki. 
(Translation: Hi, my name is Dee. I am 
from Sipekne’katik, found in [the unceded 
territory of] Mi’kma’ki.) My journey into 
CBPR was at a time in my life when I was 
not even aware that it was an emerging 
methodology or approach for doing re-
search with Indigenous communities “in a 
good way.” I was not an academic. I was a 
community member working closely with 
my own Mi’kmaw communities on matters 
of importance to us. Intuitively I just knew, 
however, that for research to work, non-
Indigenous academics must let Indigenous 
communities lead the way. The academy was 
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just catching up with this notion.

I had been approached in 2010 by a group of 
Mi’kmaw women from Pictou Landing First 
Nation (PLFN) in Nova Scotia, Canada, who 
were concerned about how a nearby pulp 
mill was impacting the health of their com-
munity, and despite voicing those concerns, 
they were never heard. They asked for my 
help, as a Mi’kmaw woman, with a recently 
completed master of resource and envi-
ronmental management degree. Knowing I 
did not have the academic standing yet to 
achieve what the women needed, I had to 
approach experts who were far more trained 
than I was at that point in addressing envi-
ronmental impacts. But the bottom line that 
we agreed to was this: Those experts would 
have to take the women’s lead (see London 
et al., 2022).

As Mi’kmaw Knowledge Holder Catherine 
Martin has explained to me, the ancestors 
were guiding us, putting us all on the same 
path—that Creator was aligning our uni-
verse. A few months earlier, one of the lead-
ing early career experts at the time in CBPR 
with Indigenous communities in Canada, 
and the soon-to-be author of “I Spent the 
First Year Drinking Tea” (Castleden et al., 
2012), had arrived at Dalhousie University. 
We talked. We connected. I invited Heather 
to meet with the women. The women said, 
“Finally someone is listening to us.” And 
the rest is history (see Castleden, Bennett, 
et al., 2017; Lewis et al., 2016, 2020; Lewis, 
Castleden, et al., 2021; Lewis, Francis, et al., 
2021; Pictou Landing Native Women’s Group 
et al., 2016).

The Pictou Landing Native Women’s Group 
(PLNWG), led by a remarkable Mi’kmaw 
woman, Sheila Francis, had this to say in our 
final report after concluding our multiyear 
ILCBPR project:

This has been a long and emo-
tional journey, not just for me but 
especially for the women of the 
community. At the same time, it 
has been one of empowerment and 
voice. Many women in our com-
munity have shown themselves to 
be leaders through this project. . . . 
Right from the start, you were our 
partner. You did not come in and 
assert your credentials or your ex-
perience. You did not minimize our 
lack of expertise as scientists. What 
[Heather] brought was what we had 
never received before—compassion, 

safety, someone who listened to 
our concerns and who really cared. 
I think that was the most impor-
tant thing we needed to move this 
project forward so successfully. To 
the ladies who played a role in this 
project: Whatever conclusions you 
have taken from this research study, 
I hope one of them is the fact that 
you were a part of this study. You led 
this study. You controlled this study. 
You are the authors of this study. I 
hope you will continue to demand 
and express your concern for your 
and your family’s health, and the 
health of our community. I hope 
you will continue to use your voice. 
I want to thank you for allowing me 
to represent you. I had to step out of 
my own comfort zone many times 
to tell your story, our story, but I 
would do it again for you. (Pictou 
Landing Native Women’s Group et 
al., 2016, p. xiv)

This refrain about listening (also known 
as “drinking tea”), emphasized above, is 
a common refrain in the research projects 
I have since formed with Indigenous com-
munities who are experiencing egregious 
environmental and health injustices.

From 2010 onward, Heather and I have es-
tablished a trusting research relationship 
and friendship, in that I know she works 
“with a good heart and mind,” by which I 
mean that she respects Indigenous com-
munities’ right of refusal (see Tuck & Yang, 
2014) and puts the needs of the community 
before the needs of herself or the academy. 
In fact, in 2015, she coauthored another 
manuscript whose title captures how she had 
to invent a new way of working for herself 
within Indigenous-led projects: “‘I Don't 
Think That Any Peer Review Committee . . . 
Would Ever Get What I Currently Do’: How 
Institutional Metrics for Success and Merit 
Risk Perpetuating the (Re)production of 
Colonial Relationships in Community-Based 
Participatory Research Involving Indigenous 
Peoples in Canada” (Castleden et al., 2015). 
The respect that I have for Heather led 
me to agree to become the codirector of 
the research program at the center of our 
analysis, and within the program, to become 
the Indigenous colead of a specific research 
project with an Indigenous community on 
their renewable energy partnerships. We are 
now at the stage where we want to share 
how far we have come (and how far we 
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still must go) since the days of spending 
“the first year drinking tea,” when stud-
ies of CBPR involving Indigenous Peoples in 
Canada were still mainly initiated and led 
by non-Indigenous people, and Indigenous 
Peoples were mainly hired to collect data or 
offer translation skills. For the most part 
then (and even now), data was still removed 
from the people and places that generated 
it for analysis and ownership; for their con-
tributions, those Indigenous contributors 
were typically just “acknowledged” rather 
than being recognized as cocreators and 
coauthors of new knowledge. Indeed, how 
far we have come.

Heather: I am a White settler with ancestral 
roots in the United Kingdom. Like all early 
European settlers to what is now known 
as Canada, my ancestors stole Indigenous 
lands when they arrived (Lowman & Barker, 
2015). I was born in the territory of the 
Yellowknives Dene. I switched from doing 
investigator-driven research involving 
Indigenous Peoples to ILCBPR in the early 
2000s after I learned the importance of 
drinking tea and listening, especially con-
sidering my Whiteness and settler position-
ality. I arrived in a northern community for 
my graduate research with “book-knowl-
edge” about northern Indigenous health, 
professional knowledge as an American 
Sign Language (ASL) interpreter, and per-
sonal (albeit limited) knowledge of the 
North, having been born there. What was 
a thesis on an Indigenous family’s experi-
ence of raising a deaf child in an off-grid, 
fly-in Indigenous community (because of 
my own interests and experiences) should 
have been, from the perspective I now have, 
a thesis on the impacts of diamond mining 
on caribou–Dene–land relations. Let me 
explain: The family I wanted to connect 
with—who had tried to raise their deaf child 
in the community—no longer lived there, 
and I had not thought to confirm this before 
university approvals to conduct the study or 
even before arriving in the community; my 
timing was off by a decade. Had I spent time 
drinking tea, listening to the community’s 
current priorities, my project could have 
become an ILCBPR project on the ways in 
which a new diamond mine was impacting 
caribou migration patterns as well as hunter 
safety while on climate-induced changing 
ice conditions in winters and community 
reliance on caribou for food security and 
sovereignty. Such a project could have been 
immediately useful to them in their legal 
cases, their impact benefit agreement ne-

gotiations, and their self-determining pri-
orities. In short, I should have spent time 
drinking tea together before any research. 
Since then, I’ve tried to drink plenty of 
tea with those who choose to engage with 
me in research relationships (confessional 
moment: I’m more of a coffee-drinker, but 
I’ll drink tea if it is offered).

To write together with Dee, Ron, and Nicole 
as part of Dee’s and my process of critical 
reflection on our work is truly special. Dee 
and I have collaborated through CBPR proj-
ects for 13 years, and she has become one of 
my most trusted, valued, and closest friends. 
As our work with the women from Pictou 
Landing was wrapping up, we became the 
codirectors of a 5-year (now 7 years thanks 
to COVID-19) program of research called 
“A SHARED Future” (Achieving Strength, 
Health, and Autonomy through Renewable 
Energy Development for the Future; see 
https://asharedfuture.ca/), wherein eight 
thematically linked ILCBPR projects were 
carried out. Through this (see Rotz et 
al., 2022; Sanchez-Pimienta et al., 2021; 
Stefanelli et al., 2019; Walker et al., 2019, 
2021) and previous work, we “drank a lot 
of tea” together as well as with the (very 
large) A SHARED Future team. By drinking 
tea, I mean we spent a lot of time focused 
on getting to know each other, building 
trust and respect for each other, developing 
a transparent and horizontal governance 
structure, and sharing stories with each 
other to establish the basis for the some-
times uncomfortable but necessary and 
honest conversations with each other and 
our team about our diverse teachings, ap-
proaches, and ways of researching. It is not 
easy, this tea drinking stuff—it still is not 
even after all these years. Our A SHARED 
Future team had to deal with all kinds of 
relational, ethical, political, practical, and 
other tensions. Some we have been able to 
resolve, others are not the sort of tensions 
one resolves, but rather are the sort that one 
learns to dwell with, to endure, in doing this 
work “in a good way.” More on that later.

Just around the time that Dee, I, and others 
conceptualized A SHARED Future, Ron and 
I crossed virtual paths when he organized 
an invitational gathering around unsettling 
research ethics (see Baloy et al., 2016). 
Although I missed the gathering, as I was 
busy exploring the formation of A SHARED 
Future, I was impressed with his praxis to 
unsettle colonial institutional contexts like 
ethics in research, and I invited Ron to join 
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our International Advisory Committee (IAC) 
for his insights and wisdom in this area. He 
supported our team’s focus and deep en-
gagement with the ethics of research as de-
fined within the domains of place and time, 
relationality, and knowledge.

As we write this, 7 years since the forma-
tion of A SHARED Future, the energy on 
our team is waning thanks to multiple 
factors: COVID, the life-threatening cli-
mate crisis that continues to take its toll, 
identity politics that have entered lives and 
created divides, research and community 
priorities that have shifted for some proj-
ects, and capacity to “do more” remains 
limited. A SHARED Future is sunsetting in 
unexpected ways even as parts of it morph 
into new forms. Ron, Dee, and I decided a 
reflection and writing retreat was needed 
to work through some of this angst. At this 
important knowledge mobilization phase 
of our work, a new postdoctoral researcher 
joined us: Enter Nicole, who joined us on our 
retreat and who has brought fresh enthusi-
asm and focus through her own experience 
working at the intersections of Indigenous 
and Western knowledges around climate 
justice, clean energy, governance, public 
policy, and data synthesis. She has been an 
amazing boost of energy, a breath of fresh 
air, with a great sense of gumption to get us 
going again! And now, here we are, walking, 
talking, reflecting, and writing together in 
the beautiful Comox Valley—the unceded 
territory of K’ómoks First Nation.

Ron: I grew up a settler in the south-
ern reaches of the Algonquian-speaking 
peoples, in the land of the Shaawanwaki, 
in what became known as Ohio; my an-
cestors arrived there in desperation and 
hope as they fled European pogroms, im-
prisonment, and orphanhood. I was raised 
up from that slate clay left behind on the 
etched glacial scrape that holds the Great 
Lakes, and I live now on the unceded lands 
of the Lisjan Ohlone people, who continue 
to fight to preserve their local sacred 
spaces. Over the years, I have been invited 
to work in many places, each with its own 
histories outside the narrative confines of 
coloniality, each with its own histories of 
dispossession, oppression, and resurgence. 
It is always an honor and responsibility to 
listen with intention to hear beyond the 
words and to respond fully to the stories of 
those places and people, to the heartbreaks 
along with the freedom dreams that ani-
mate the hopes that shape change.

In the 1970s I began experiments in lib-
eratory education, and in 1983–1984 I was 
mentored in that work by the renowned 
democratic educators Myles Horton and 
Paulo Freire (Glass, 2010; see also Horton 
& Freire, 1990). My life path has connected 
me with a wide diversity of communities in 
my work as a “historico-cultural-political 
psychoanalyst” and Freirean philosopher of 
education (Freire, 1994, p. 55). I came into 
the circle of A SHARED Future as a guest, 
invited to listen and share my learning 
from decades of experiences crafting criti-
cal educational projects with communities 
and organizations seeking to strengthen 
and mobilize their knowledge in struggles 
for justice.

When Heather asked me to serve on the 
International Advisory Committee (IAC), I 
was the director of a systemwide research 
program initiative of the University of 
California Office of the President, the Center 
for Collaborative Research for an Equitable 
California (2009–2015; https://ccrec.ucsc.
edu/), and in addition, I led its Spencer 
Foundation–funded project on the ethics 
of collaborative research for justice (see 
Foster & Glass, 2017; Glass & Stoudt, 2019; 
Newman & Glass, 2014). Over the 7 years 
of Dee’s, Heather’s, and my collaboration, 
we not only spent substantial time in Zoom 
rooms together exploring the complexities 
of Indigenous–Western reconciliation in 
the context of facing planetary existential 
crises, we also codesigned learning spaces 
and met for an intensive research institute 
in 2018 hosted by Neqotkuk (Tobique First 
Nation), a Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet) commu-
nity on the east coast of Canada. The in-
stitute allowed participants the possibility 
of in-person ceremony, of eating together 
along with sharing our study and reflec-
tions, and it allowed ample time for working 
as whole persons, as persons in relation to 
other communities, and to other places.

When I arrived for our retreat in the tradi-
tional territories of the lək'

  
wəŋən-speaking 

peoples (Victoria, on the west coast of 
Canada), I looked forward to the opportu-
nity to write with Dee and Heather using A 
SHARED Future as a reflective starting point 
and using each of our histories as vantage 
points to discern lessons learned along the 
way. I especially looked forward to the IAC 
and A SHARED Future practice of always 
beginning meetings with extended check-
ins that included the more-than-human, 
such that our entire discussion might be 
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driven by the IAC Elders’ teachings from the 
Mayfly, or the Reindeer, or Canada Geese. 
This assured me that the roots of our work 
were deep enough to keep us balanced as we 
moved through examining the complex rela-
tions and topics of ILCBPR, an examination 
that surely would challenge the ethical and 
political foundations of the growing fields of 
engaged scholarship and CBPR (Glass et al., 
2018). I had been happy to learn that Nicole, 
a new person in this SHARED Future work, 
had roots interwoven with one of my ethics 
project collaborators and coauthors, and I 
looked forward to her joining the circle.

Nicole: I am a White-settler with English, 
Irish, Scottish, Norwegian, and German 
heritage, born and raised in Nanaimo, BC on 
the traditional territories of the Coast Salish 
Peoples. I am new to ILCBPR in Canada and 
just started this postdoc with Heather and 
Dee. I recently finished a PhD in political 
science focused on the discourses that con-
struct understandings of how climate change 
and human mobility intersect, and the pro-
found questions of (in)justice and (in)equity 
in those intersections as well as the policy 
responses to them. Since graduating, I had 
been doing some work across Indigenous 
and Western knowledge systems related to 
renewable energy projects and Indigenous-
led sustainability assessment systems. I had 
earlier studied international development 
in my master’s degree (some time ago) and 
then worked on community development 
projects around the world before returning 
home to Vancouver Island 15 years ago.

On the first day of our writing retreat, I am 
only in the second month of my postdoc, 
and as is so often the case in academia, I 
have a serious case of imposter syndrome. 
While I am biking downtown on a cold 
winter morning to meet with my two su-
pervisors, Heather and Dee (Dee who I had 
only met in person the day before), and their 
colleague, Ron, for the retreat, I am ques-
tioning if my lived experiences and studies 
have prepared me for this intellectual work. 
I have been voraciously reading anything 
and everything that they published or that I 
can find on the research program, so that I 
might have something to write about at this 
retreat. We meet in a hotel lobby, chat easily 
until everyone arrives, and then grab coffees 
(not tea). The day is not what I think it will 
be; there seems to be a lot more chatting, 
laughing, walking, and eating involved than 
I had anticipated.

On the second day of our retreat, we recon-

vene over dinner in a smaller town several 
hours by car up-island, after Heather, Dee, 
and Ron have visited some ancient Douglas 
Fir trees in an old growth forest not far from 
where we meet. Heather’s family members 
join us, and there is little chat about the 
program or the research. In fact, we talk 
about our mothers (Heather’s mum had died 
just five months ago and Day 2 happened 
to fall on her mum’s birthday, so it created 
space, time, and relationality for celebra-
tion and reflection, blending “professional 
work” with “the personal”).

By Day 3, I imagine a day hammering out 
some text; “words on paper!” was my part-
ner’s daily and encouraging refrain while I 
finished my dissertation. We meet in the 
hotel lobby and set out on a walk along the 
river estuary. We debate what shade of a 
gray sky can be called “blue” in February 
on Vancouver Island; we talk some more 
about our families, our past experiences, 
and a bit about the research; and then we 
discuss how hungry we are before stopping 
into one place for coffee and then another 
for breakfast. Back at the hotel, I pull out my 
computer, ready to write. We talk through 
key decision points in the different research 
projects and how we could write about them, 
and then share a lunch over a meandering 
conversation. We do a little silent writing 
after lunch, starting to focus on themes 
across the project key decision points; we 
read it aloud to each other at the end of the 
time.

Day 4 is much like Day 3, but (finally) with 
more words on paper and a plan for more to 
follow from each of us, along with a planned 
series of meetings every two weeks until the 
paper could be completed.

On Day 5, I return home reflecting on what 
just happened in this writing retreat at-
tuned to decolonized practices. It did not 
seem to be as much about getting words on 
paper as I had thought. Instead, I leave with 
relatively few words on paper, but a much 
better understanding of who Dee, Heather, 
and Ron are, as people, as scholars, and as 
they have lived out many other roles and 
relationships in projects and in their lives. I 
have a better understanding of what ILCBPR 
means, how to create space for all team 
members to feel welcome and valued, and 
how to work together across generations 
and scholarly disciplines with respect, and 
with a good heart and in a good way. I feel 
deeply committed to this team, and I have a 
whole new appreciation for “drinking tea” 
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and the importance of the relational, not 
just the intellectual, in cocreating knowl-
edge for justice.

Introductions: A Summary

There are two reasons for writing such a 
lengthy set of author introductions. First, 
we are mindful and respectful of Indigenous 
protocols for introducing ourselves, our 
people, and our places; we would be falling 
into the colonial trap of removing ourselves 
from our work if we did not take the time 
and space to do so. Second, by inviting you 
to drink tea with us, we are embarking on a 
journey of relational accountability with you, 
the reader, to walk our talk in decolonizing, 
disrupting, and unsettling academic pro-
cesses of scholarly engagement and writing. 
Now that we have introduced ourselves, we 
are ready to share our experiences engaging 
in CBPR involving Indigenous Peoples and 
ILCBPR with a decolonial lens. For ease of 
exposition, in the remainder of the essay, 
we, the four authors, will use the term “we” 
to refer to ourselves collectively as well as 
at times to also refer to the teams with 
which we have worked; the composition 
of “we” varies across examples, instances, 
or projects, but we use it throughout to be 
consistent and inclusive, and we intend the 
context to make clear the scope of the refer-
ence.

From CBPR Involving Indigenous 
Peoples to ILCBPR

We are a group of interdisciplinary scholars 
who have worked closely with Indigenous 
communities in a variety of CBPR; cumu-
latively, we have about three quarters of 
a century of experience in CBPR projects 
aimed at transforming inequitable struc-
tures across Canada and the United States. 
In this essay we share some of the key les-
sons we have learned, which we hope can 
contribute toward ongoing efforts to decolo-
nize all aspects of CBPR and the academy 
writ large. Our intended audience is primar-
ily people who identify as non-Indigenous 
researchers. We humbly offer our reflections 
in the hopes that they may inspire, insti-
gate debate, and/or invigorate newcomers as 
well as long-time actors in this arena. Our 
offerings may be useful not only for those 
partnerships and projects that are led by 
or directly involve Indigenous Peoples and 
communities, but for any community-en-
gaged scholars in academia or other settings 
who seek to transform the deep structures 

of coloniality, racism, sexism, patriarchy, 
and economic exploitation that threaten the 
literal survival of the planet.

We revisit the responsibilities entailed in 
moving to ILCBPR and reflect on how these 
responsibilities have manifested in a va-
riety of settings. Grounded in respect for 
ontological, ethical, and epistemological 
pluralism, ILCBPR provides a philosophy 
and methodology thoroughly interwoven 
with relational ethics and accountability (see 
Coombes et al., 2014). Although we hope that 
our reflections on ILCBPR may offer useful 
guidance for other non-Indigenous-led 
forms of research and knowledge creation, 
we also want to caution readers: When you 
seek to integrate these approaches, you need 
to ensure that they are always connected to 
local Indigenous epistemologies/ontologies 
and their praxis of place (see de Leeuw & 
Hunt, 2018, p. 9).

ILCBPR: Not Pan-Indigenous, Not Linear, 
Not Formulaic

We begin with a shared understanding 
that tying any research, including CBPR, 
to notions of identity with terms like 
“Indigenous” (Aboriginal, First Nations, 
Métis, Inuit, Native American, Alaska 
Native, Native Hawaiian) binds us against 
our will to conceptions of personhood and 
community that are dictated by treaties and 
constitutional law under the authority of the 
Canadian and the United States’ govern-
ments. Indigenous identities continue to be 
defined by these state structures, rather than 
by conceptions of autonomy, personhood, 
and sovereignty derived from Indigenous 
legal traditions (de Leeuw & Hunt, 2018, 
p. 7). This structural dilemma leads us to 
use terms like “Indigenous” with caution, 
and without meaning to imply a generalized 
pan-Indigenous perspective.

We also know that those places that the 
Canadian and the United States’ govern-
ments designated to divide, conquer, and 
contain (reserves, treaty settlement lands, 
reservations, etc.) become spaces where 
Indigenous self-determination and au-
tonomy can exist in particular forms de-
spite colonial efforts to limit the exercise of 
Indigenous sovereignty, but these are not 
the only places that Indigenous commu-
nities know as their traditional lands. We 
recall, for example, some Omushkegowuk 
Cree teachings that remind us through their 
conception of and responsibilities to awawa-
nenitakik, that the place of their Muskeg 
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lands is not just something underfoot 
throughout a community’s territory, but 
rather, land is an animate being, a relative, 
a food provider, and a teacher of law and 
governance to whom people are account-
able (Daigle, 2016; for other examples, see 
Awâsis, 2020; Bawaka Country et al., 2016; 
Parsons et al., 2021). According to Daigle 
(2016), this is how Omushkegowuk Cree 
self-determination is lived, how it is un-
derstood and mobilized from their Muskeg 
lands and not the mapped reserves and the 
treaty territories meant to contain their way 
of life. Similar understandings can be said 
for other Indigenous Nations.

We have learned that to begin ethical col-
laborations, special attention is necessary 
not only to the place but also to the time 
(Baloy et al., 2016; see also Awâsis, 2020) 
and timing of the research (Stiegman & 
Castleden, 2015). By this we mean to point 
beyond notions of the duration of a par-
ticular research project, to focus attention 
on longer histories and wider possibilities 
for alternative futures that can address the 
many forms of slow violence that—like 
environmental destruction—move at paces 
and scales that can escape notice, unlike 
spectacular forms of violence that cannot be 
missed (Nixon, 2013; Sylvestre, 2021). Non-
Indigenous CBPR researchers should be in 
the habit of asking, “Who are the original 
inhabitants in this place? What are their re-
lationships and responsibilities to the land? 
What were and are their ways of life? Where 
are they now? How are they now? What 
were the processes by which they came to 
be dispossessed of their land? What are the 
ongoing consequences of those processes?” 
These are questions that reveal the colonial 
history of violence, dispossession, displace-
ment, and cultural erasure that endures into 
the present and shapes the landscape of 
the work. These and similar questions also 
enable researchers to identify the generative 
cultural resources that have sustained these 
communities despite attempts at genocide, 
and that can serve as the basis for the real-
ization of alternative visions.

This shift toward a more expansive future 
reflects our determination to resist the 
timelines and frames of reference insisted 
on by funders, who delineate grant award 
end-dates, determine uses of grant funds, 
evaluate eligibility to hold grant funds, and 
decide metrics for success, all which limit 
community-led strategies for change (see 
Sylvestre et al., 2018). For those work-

ing in solidarity in ILCBPR, this shift can 
contribute to transforming structures that 
reproduce injustice (see, for example, 
Sprague Martinez et al., 2023) and to de-
fending cultural formations that have been 
built over thousands of years. At the same 
time, ILCBPR researchers and their cocon-
spirators are also taking the approach that 
when resurgence is the focus, decoloniz-
ing is not the priority, but it can be a co-
benefit (Corntassel & Hardbarger, 2019). 
Intergenerational insights and experience 
are also needed to shape such work and 
succeed by Indigenous measures, and so we 
strive to have Indigenous youth and Elders 
present and engaged in and guiding our 
projects as much as is possible, from initial 
stages of partnerships through governance 
to knowledge production, dissemination, 
and mobilization.

ILCBPR Is Ceremony

Over the years, we have learned that to 
enable relations of genuine respect and mu-
tuality to emerge, new ways of understand-
ing sovereignty, autonomy, personhood, 
history, and future possibilities needed to 
first be acknowledged and appreciated; yet 
even this initial period of bearing witness 
and seeking mutuality did not end the need 
to attend to the issues raised in the ongoing 
work of research partnerships and collabo-
rations (i.e., drinking tea—like decoloniz-
ing—is not a one-off event; it is an ongoing 
process; see Wolfe, 2006). We learned that 
ceremony provides a way to facilitate dif-
ficult tasks, both “external” in relation to 
one another and “internal” in relation to 
our self-understanding (see also Hughes 
et al., 2023; Wilson, 2008). To help read-
ers who are new to this concept, we turn 
to Opaskwayak Cree scholar Shawn Wilson 
(2008), who writes that

for Indigenous people, research is a 
ceremony. In our cultures an inte-
gral part of any ceremony is setting 
the stage properly. When ceremo-
nies take place, everyone who is 
participating needs to be ready to 
step beyond the everyday and to 
accept a raised state of conscious-
ness. You could say that the specific 
rituals that make up the ceremony 
are designed to get the participants 
into a state of consciousness that 
will allow for the extraordinary to 
take place. . .  . It is fitting that we 
view research in the same way—as 
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a means of raising our conscious-
ness. (p. 69)

The kind of ceremony we reference provides 
a way of grappling with the complexities 
and contradictions in the work that does not 
focus on allocating blame, but rather calls 
people into responsibility for the mutual-
ity and interdependence of their lives with 
other people and with all the nonhuman 
beings that share their time/place, includ-
ing the water, air, and earth themselves on 
which all life depends. We understand cer-
emony as a key to expanding our horizons 
to futures previously unimagined but that 
are nonetheless possible, a key to sensing 
the precarity of the present society, and a 
key to grasping the power each person has, 
to make a more just future the reality. We 
learned that ceremony could provide the 
breaks in the everyday that enable groups 
to ground themselves in the fraught but fer-
tile realms of transformation and achieve a 
perspective that provides the kind of criti-
cal hope on which actual world-historical 
movements are built (Bozalek et al., 2014).

We know that ceremony, making time and 
space for time and place, for establishing re-
lations, has a double effect of making people 
both more secure and more vulnerable at the 
same time. People become more secure in the 
respect and mutuality made possible, which 
at the same time enables a deeper vulner-
ability to emerge. This vulnerability reflects 
the precarity of even the deepest structures 
of injustice and the limiting conditions of ev-
eryday life, which, having been produced in 
history by human beings, can thus be undone 
in history by human beings when responsibil-
ity is taken for what gets carried forward. The 
vulnerability also reflects the precarity of even 
the most enduring depths of self-understand-
ing and of the distortions of the dominant 
ideologies that inhabit language and practices; 
we discover that always at the same time and 
place that oppressive practices reign, resistant 
and transformative languages and practices 
persist and are being (re)created. We learned 
that when we connect deeply with others (in-
cluding other-than-human others) in these 
vulnerabilities, in respect and mutuality, we 
cannot help but be changed; and we learned 
that ceremony opens this kind of transforma-
tive knowing to help shape our work. Indeed, 
we began our reflective essay with ceremony 
by making space and taking time to emplace 
our introductions as a way of establishing a 
relationship with readers.

We hope this overview of our years of learn-
ing about and doing/supporting ILCBPR 
makes more evident why the transactional 
ethics of institutionalized research ethics 
review cannot be the basis for fully ethical 
collaborative CBPR involving any oppressed 
community, and itself needs to be decolo-
nized (Baloy et al., 2016; Bull & Hudson, 
2019; Sabati, 2019; Stiegman & Castleden, 
2015; Woodward & McTaggart, 2016), and 
we hope it also makes more evident what 
ILCBPR has to offer the wider fields of 
community-engaged research and uni-
versity–community research partnerships. 
In the following sections, we situate these 
general learnings in more specific accounts, 
and we hope in this way to also make clear 
that when we invoke the notion of ILCBPR, 
we do not intend a general or universal ac-
count of Indigeneity. Building on our ear-
lier caveats, we do not mean to ignore the 
significant debates and conflicts about who 
counts as Indigenous or who is authorized 
to “speak for” a particular Indigenous com-
munity, and in what contexts. We also do 
not want to flatten or erase the multiple 
significant differences within/among/across 
Indigenous communities, nor to obscure 
the ways that the traditional ceremonies, 
value frameworks, and relations with the 
more-than-human are always particular 
and located. Nonetheless, to respect our 
community collaborators, we will preserve 
as needed the anonymity of those who are 
in the stories we share.

Relationality and Commitments in ILCBPR

When we (i.e., any of the research teams we 
have been a part of) come together to engage 
in relationship exploration and research 
design, we are making a commitment to do 
more than work together; we are committing 
to be in relation with each other (Wilson, 
2008). These relationships can be compared 
in some regards to romantic connections 
between people, as partnerships go through 
the early “spark” of immediate energy and 
excitement that is created. It is full of an-
ticipation and optimism. As the relationship 
deepens, commitments are made, perhaps 
vows expressed and inscribed in some of-
ficial way in the community. Partnerships 
have a honeymoon phase, where every-
thing is “sunshine and roses,” though they 
mature through working at the things that 
do not go so incredibly well, and unexpected 
challenges and broken commitments need to 
be discussed and resolved. But when more 
and more breaches occur, and perhaps less 
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transparency in communication and even 
distancing, such relationships are at risk of 
“death by a thousand cuts.” We have asked 
ourselves, and perhaps you have too: What 
happened to those relational commitments?

In 2012, Crooks and Castleden wrote about 
“managing research partnerships” as early 
career researchers. They illustrated some 
of the issues that can arise with the time 
invested in research relationships as well 
as the ethical and practical challenges that 
occur when things go sideways. They wrote,

Like the song says, breaking-up 
is hard to do. This is very true in 
[some of] the research partnerships 
we have had. We have had to de-
velop tactful exit strategies to get 
ourselves out of research partner-
ships that were toxic in one way or 
another. How do I know when the 
time is right? What are the long-
term implications of a break-up? 
(p. 396)

Our reflections on ILCBPR grapple with 
these complex, fraught, and at times pain-
ful dynamics, and we share some of our ex-
periences of what relational commitments 
mean to us and offer suggestions for guid-
ing research processes to reduce/eliminate 
potential toxicities.

In one project, we formed a team of prin-
cipal investigators based on existing 
friendships and networks, shared desires 
for strength-based ILCBPR processes, and 
support for Indigenous futurities over and 
above any specific content expertise each 
team member held. Indigenous and set-
tler academics and Indigenous community 
members cocreated a research proposal that 
established roles and responsibilities, per 
the funding agency’s requirements. We en-
gaged in a commitment ceremony of doing 
the work together over the next 5 years. No 
one could have anticipated that three of the 
10 principal investigators would be gone 
within a year due to employment changes 
and needing to respond to their own com-
munity’s priorities. But in one case, a prin-
cipal investigator left the team because of 
incompatibility. Perhaps not surprisingly, 
this individual was not part of our existing 
friendship-based network, and we did not 
perform enough ceremony to ensure they 
shared our values and relational commit-
ments. Community and organizational part-
ners also experienced employee turnover 

and priority shifts. As a result, we invited 
new principal investigators and new com-
munity and organizational partners to our 
team. They came with new ideas, new disci-
plinary training, new lived experience, new 
personalities, and new politics. Ceremony 
was needed during the onboarding and ori-
entation process, yet we did not always have 
the foresight to do it well. But ceremony was 
also needed for all of us on an ongoing basis, 
and although efforts were made, we could 
have done better. It is critical for those in 
leadership roles to recognize this necessity 
and to act upon it. It is also important for 
leaders to create ethical space (for more on 
“ethical space,” see Ermine, 2007) for those 
who are not in leadership roles to feel safe to 
express such needs when they arise.

You can and should anticipate that such 
unexpected turns of events, pitfalls, and 
tensions might happen in your own CBPR/
ILCBPR projects, especially those with large 
teams and long-term grants. Ask yourselves 
and develop protocols for this question: 
“How do your orientation and onboarding 
processes (ceremonies) roll out to ensure 
the same degree of relational commitment 
to each other among new team members as 
those who were part of the team’s origins?” 
Looking back on that project, we know we 
could have done better and allocated more 
time, space, and budget to these processes.

None of us could have possibly anticipated 
that a global pandemic would halt our CBPR 
activity for nearly three years. But what 
could we have anticipated? We could antici-
pate that careers would progress, relation-
ships would evolve, interests would wane, 
new priorities would emerge, deaths could 
occur, and, as a result, relational commit-
ments might change. We attempted to miti-
gate these anticipated challenges by having 
a valued Elder on our team to help with the 
hard stuff, and then the Elder themselves 
fell ill and had to reduce their commit-
ments to focus on healing and health. We 
kept evolving our team’s Terms of Reference 
to cover unexpected learnings year by year 
as our commitments to each other and 
community partners and organizations 
necessarily changed over time. But it was/
is the quiet quitting that seems to be the 
most emotionally and operationally chal-
lenging. Here we remind ourselves that we 
could have anticipated that the early broken  
commitments and ongoing small breaches 
left unattended would need us to press pause 
and reconvene to reexamine the state of our 
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relationships and commitments.

Over the multiyear program, we did orga-
nize annual retreats and hold virtual team 
meetings as we thought they were needed. 
We engaged in ceremony (e.g., smudging, 
along with opening and closing prayers to 
bring people’s hearts and minds together, 
Indigenous teachings from other-than-
humans, sharing circles) to seek a raised 
state of shared consciousness, but we also 
had individual everyday demands to contend 
with. So, when is the right time to press 
pause, or to recognize that the ceremonial 
circle is broken beyond repair? And what 
kind of ceremony is needed at that point? 
Are attempts to maintain ongoing relations 
ethically required at that point? In ILCBPR, 
people are not simply defined by their 
professional identities; unlike in projects 
that can recruit another epidemiologist, 
another economist, or another engineer for 
the research to proceed, in ILCBPR people 
and relationships matter more than project 
outcomes. In our case, tremendous efforts 
were made to mend relations, and when 
they failed, hearts hurt, and the work and 
group suffered. You can and should an-
ticipate that this might happen in your own 
teams and long-term projects and relation-
ships. Ask yourselves and develop protocols 
for this question: “How do your closure and 
farewell processes (ceremonies) roll out to 
ensure the same degree of relational com-
mitment to each other in the ending as you 
had in the beginning?”

Revisiting Refusal: Community Autonomy 
in “Scaled-Up” Programs

Historically, CBPR (and now also ILCBPR) 
projects have typically been carried out 
in discrete “case study” form within one 
community context, often with some 
form of social, political, geographical, and 
temporal boundaries. But when a project 
involves multiple communities—some of 
which are geographically bound and per-
haps distant from each other, others of 
which are socially bound, and thus involve 
multiple culturally and politically distinct 
traditions, laws, and protocols—then at-
tending to these differences in respectful 
ways can be quite the art of negotiation 
and diplomacy . . . with heartfelt apologies 
and ceremony when things inevitably go 
awry.

We created a programmatic Terms of 
Reference to help carry out this complex 
work, to guide our roles, responsibilities, 

financial decision-making, data governance 
protocols, and authorship. After multiple 
rounds of revision, the principal investiga-
tors came to an agreement about these key 
decision-making areas. A year later, one of 
the team members left the annual retreat 
in tears because of a particular tension the 
Terms of Reference created for them and 
their relationship to their own community. 
The issues arising at that meeting were 
around data sovereignty and who had access 
to data collected in the community and who 
would be included in the authorship of out-
puts from the community. Initially, many of 
the team held fast to the academic (i.e., co-
lonial) ways of doing work together; that is, 
all principal investigators would have access 
to all community data and/or could opt into 
authorship of all publications, regardless of 
whether they were colead on that specific 
project. But then we realized that we did not 
have to do things the way they had typically 
been done in academia. Wanting to make 
amends and knowing we had the power 
and autonomy to change the status quo, we 
did! Ownership of community data stayed 
with the community, thereby respecting 
Indigenous data sovereignty; project coleads 
would now have the discretion to decide 
whether they would invite the codirectors 
to participate in authorship in recognition 
of their leadership of the program. Although 
we found the experience unsettling at the 
time, rather than rejecting an Indigenous 
team member and their community’s act 
of refusal, we grappled with and eventually 
embraced it so that we could continue to 
move forward in a good way.

Another example of an ILCBPR project 
involving Indigenous Peoples from many 
nations across Canada encountering an 
unanticipated challenge occurred when we 
had gathered in one location to share stories 
about the gendered experiences of working 
in the renewable energy sector. After our 
circle of introductions, we were to share a 
meal together, but we had not done the work 
of understanding each other’s ceremonial 
protocols before the meal commenced; a 
period of tension ensued. From one partici-
pant: I will prepare a spirit plate. Then from 
another: We need a fire for the spirit plate. 
From still another: What is a spirit plate? 
And from still another: We do not burn our 
spirit plates; we leave them on the land, to 
return to it. Finally, from the person whose 
land we were on and who held specific 
responsibilities to it: We do not do spirit 
plates. After some hesitation about how to 
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work through the tension (i.e., “refusal”; 
see Tuck & Yang, 2014), the Indigenous in-
dividuals that had come together to learn 
from each other realized they were learning 
from each other, and the tension dissipated 
when a creative solution was agreed upon. 
In sharing this story, we want to emphasize 
that when tensions arise, there are many 
ways that “refusal” can emerge in any CBPR 
project, let alone in ILCBPR with multiple 
Indigenous Peoples from different, distinct 
nations and particular projects all under one 
thematic umbrella of a funded program, as 
was the case with the project here. The key 
message we want to convey is that respect 
and humility are critical for relational ac-
countability, ethical space, and for ceremony 
to navigate tensions as they arise.

Questions to ask in your projects involving 
multiple community partners and academic 
coleads might be “How does refusal show 
up here? How do we deal with Indigenous 
data sovereignty?” (We deal with that next.) 
“Do we see refusal as a problem with those 
who are refusing or as an opportunity for 
those who want access in unlearning the 
taken-for-granted processes that have been 
designed in colonial systems? Is scaling 
up ILCBPR into thematic programs a wise 
practice or is such an approach better left 
to Western systems of research? How big 
a scale can/should we move to, and might 
we risk losing the place-based nature of the 
work?”

The Importance of Indigenous Data 
Governance and Sovereignty in ILCBPR

Indigenous data sovereignty is defined as 
“the right of Indigenous Peoples to de-
termine the means of collection, access, 
analysis, interpretation, management, dis-
semination and reuse of data pertaining to 
the Indigenous peoples from whom it has 
been derived, or to whom it relates” (Walter 
& Suina, 2019, p. 237). Since “I Spent the 
First Year Drinking Tea” (Castleden et al., 
2012), the Indigenous data governance and 
sovereignty movement has emerged on the 
global scene. It is led by strong Indigenous 
data advocates in response to the harms 
that Indigenous Peoples have experienced 
from the narratives and tropes gener-
ated by a colonial state that seeks to keep 
Indigenous Peoples marginalized. In fact, 
the first major publication on the topic of 
Indigenous data sovereignty was released in 
2016 (Taylor & Kukutai, 2016). Since then, 
CBPR with Indigenous Peoples and ILCBPR 
has progressed, seeking to ensure that re-

search is culturally meaningful and meets 
community needs and that Indigenous 
Peoples are equal partners in the research 
process, jointly deciding what data is col-
lected and analyzed, how data is interpreted, 
and how data is managed and stored. More 
importantly, Indigenous Peoples are assert-
ing their right to ensure that the narrative 
about them is strengths-based, meaningful, 
and reflective of their worldviews. In short, 
CBPR principles continue to evolve to reflect 
the importance for Indigenous communities 
to have reliable data of their own, control 
over it, and authority over who has access to 
it: This is a critical aspect of ILCBPR.

Several recent developments reflect this 
urgency. In 2021, Canada passed the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) Act and has 
committed to implementing the Declaration 
based on lasting reconciliation, healing, 
and cooperative relations (Government of 
Canada, 2023). Article 19 of UNDRIP af-
firms the rights of Indigenous Peoples 
to give free, prior, and informed consent 
about measures that may impact them. 
Target 21 of the Kunming-Montreal Global 
Biodiversity Framework (Convention on 
Biological Diversity, 2022) states that 
decision-makers must have access to the 
best available data, including Indigenous 
data, to make informed decisions to protect 
biological diversity. At face value, that could 
be a welcome message, given the history of 
Western science’s neglect and/or dismissal 
of Indigenous Knowledge systems. But there 
remain threats of misuse, misinterpreta-
tion, and misappropriation of such data. 
Therefore, it is becoming increasingly more 
urgent to safeguard the rights of Indigenous 
Peoples to control how their data are used, 
controlled, and accessed.

The work that we have performed, indi-
vidually and collectively, with Indigenous 
communities across Canada and the United 
States reflects our commitment to respect 
their right to assert autonomy over data 
governance, including how data is dis-
seminated (see example above on the right 
of refusal). In Canada, we have adopted 
several Indigenous-created data gover-
nance protocols in line with community 
requirements. For example, principles of 
Ownership, Control, Access, and Possession 
or “OCAP” (which is a registered trademark 
of the First Nations Information Governance 
Centre [FNIGC]) are employed in projects 
involving First Nations. These principles 
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seek to protect First Nations’ rights to own, 
control, access, and possess data, as well 
as determine the data collection processes 
and how the data is used (FNIGC, 2020). 
To fully understand the definition of OCAP, 
FNIGC requires that any author who is re-
ferring to these principles direct readers to 
their website (https://fnigc.ca/ocap-training/). 
The Global Indigenous Data Alliance (GIDA) 
has adopted the CARE Principles (Collective 
Benefit, Authority to Control, Responsibility, 
Ethics) for Indigenous Data Governance 
(GIDA, n.d.), and the Ontario Federation 
of Indigenous Friendship Centres (OFIFC), 
which was established to support “com-
munity” for Indigenous Peoples in urban 
centers, developed the USAI Framework 
(Utility, Self-Voicing, Access, and Inter-
relationality; OFIFC, 2016). While we write 
this essay, new Indigenous-led data gover-
nance models are emerging across Canada 
and beyond.

Moreover, we are cognizant of how data 
is interpreted, that often, colonial con-
cepts and measures may not be compat-
ible with Indigenous concepts or values. 
Wilkes (2015) noted how the measure of 
educational attainment, for example, may 
distort Indigenous realities. She pointed 
out how survey data typically reveals lower 
educational attainment among Indigenous 
populations compared to non-Indigenous 
populations. On the surface, what is con-
veyed from a deficit perspective is that 
Indigenous Peoples are less educated. In 
fact, as Wilkes argued, lower educational 
achievement might more appropriately 
reflect an intergenerational resistance to 
Western education because of the harms 
imposed on Indigenous communities by the 
colonial Indian Residential School System. 
The right to assert what Morphy (2016) 
refers to as “the adequacy of categorization” 
is, in itself, data sovereignty.

In the research that Dee and Heather (Lewis, 
Castleden, et al., 2021) conducted with the 
Pictou Landing women, only the Mi’kmaw 
language could adequately convey the land 
displacement and environmental dispos-
session that the community members 
had experienced when the effluent from 
the pulp mill started to disconnect the  
community from their traditional lands 
and impact the health of community mem-
bers. The English language has no words to 
convey the Mi’kmaw relational worldview 
like the Mi’kmaw language. For example, 
Kisu’lt melkiko’tin means “the place of  

creation—nature”; weji-sqalia’timk means 
“where we sprouted from—the landscape.” 
Using Indigenous languages to convey 
Indigenous experiences is truly data gover-
nance and data sovereignty.

Therefore, non-Indigenous researchers 
might ask themselves questions like these 
about Indigenous data governance and sov-
ereignty: “Do you know what Indigenous 
sovereignty is and what it means in the con-
text where you are working? Are you aware 
of best practices (for example: the First 
Nations Data Governance Strategy [FNIGC, 
2020], the British Columbia First Nations 
Data Governance Initiative [BCFNDGI, 
n.d.], or the United States Data Sovereignty 
Network [Native Nations Institute, n.d.])? 
Are you aware of the guidance provided 
in Canada’s Tri-Council Policy Statement: 
Ethical Conduct for Research Involving 
Humans—TCPS 2 (2018) for the applica-
tion of OCAP or similar principles for other 
Indigenous groups (Canadian Institutes of 
Health Research et al., 2018) when con-
ducting research with Indigenous partners? 
Or have you read Indigenous Statistics: A 
Quantitative Research Methodology (Walter 
& Andersen, 2016), which speaks to how 
dominant settler-societies impose their 
methodologies to create, translate, and 
deploy data, often from a deficit-based ap-
proach? Do you know what it means to take 
a strengths-based approach in ILCBPR? Are 
you prepared to use Indigenous languages, 
measures, and concepts to convey what the 
English language is unable to?"

Culturally Relevant Gender-Based 
Analysis in ILCBPR

Research funding agencies and the research 
community in Canada and the United States 
have only recently begun to recognize the 
importance of considering sex and gender in 
research teams and the data they collect and 
analyze, particularly in health research. That 
recognition, although important, has been 
imposed through a Western (i.e., White su-
premacist, settler-colonial, hetero-patriar-
chal) framework, and this practice is largely 
maintained through funding opportunities, 
including specific objectives, institutional 
structures, and systems, as well as privi-
leged methods, approaches, and awardees 
(see Rose & Castleden, 2022).

Sex- and Gender-Based Analysis (SGBA) 
includes the consideration of sex-based 
(biological) and gender-based (sociocul-
tural) differences between men, women, 

https://fnigc.ca/ocap-training/
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boys, girls, and gender-diverse people in the 
design and practice of analysis (Masuda et 
al., 2018). The Government of Canada now 
employs Gender-Based Analysis Plus (GBA+) 
as an analytical tool to assess how diverse 
groups of women, men, and gender-diverse 
people may experience policies, programs, 
and initiatives (Government of Canada, 
2021). The “plus” in GBA+ goes beyond 
biological (sex) and sociocultural (gender) 
differences; it stresses the interaction and 
intersectionality of multiple identity factors 
(such as race, religion, age, and ability).

The Native Women’s Association of Canada 
(NWAC) has developed a culturally relevant 
gender-based analysis (CR-GBA) approach 
that goes beyond non-Indigenous under-
standings of GBA+ to recognize that sex 
and gender intersect, not just with other 
identity factors, but with historical, cul-
tural, racialized, and political factors that 
shape experiences (NWAC, 2020, 2023). 
NWAC advances CR-GBA frameworks that 
situate genders within different contexts 
and across broad systems and structures. 
Further, CR-GBA reveals how the health of 
the air, land, and water interconnects with 
the health of Indigenous women’s and other 
gender-diverse people’s bodies (NWAC, 
2023). The tenets of CBPR and ILCBPR align 
with the tenets of CR-GBA; that is, CR-GBA 
is a process that is collaborative, reciprocal, 
distinctions based, trauma informed, and 
culturally grounded (NWAC, 2023). In CBPR 
involving Indigenous Peoples and ILCBPR, 
we have learned from those like Arvin et al. 
(2013) and Simpson (2017) about the need 
to recognize how Indigenous women and 
gender-diverse people are simultaneously 
affected by colonialism and heteropatri-
archy, how oppression under colonialism 
is gendered, and how we must challenge 
dominant cultural narratives about gender 
and sex.

In the development of a research program, 
for which we were seeking funding from a 
federal health research agency, one of the 
application requirements was the identifica-
tion of a “sex and gender champion.” The 
champion needed to be a researcher who had 
expertise in the study of sex as a biologi-
cal variable and/or gender as a determinant 
of health. Their role was to ensure that sex 
and/or gender considerations were integrat-
ed throughout the research. We had no diffi-
culty in identifying such a champion for our 
team; however, they were non-Indigenous. 
But we took the Indigenous-led approach 

seriously, and so we approached the NWAC 
to partner with us in our work. We recog-
nized that our request would involve a com-
mitment of time and energy from NWAC, 
and we made clear that our request for their 
championing efforts was to be reciprocal in 
nature by asking how we could support their 
work and offering compensation for their 
time.

In one of our projects, gender consider-
ations were very much at the forefront of 
the research, with the first research ques-
tion asking, “What does a healthy future 
look like for the members of the commu-
nity, across the gender spectrum, when 
our community gets back to living off the 
local environment using water (hydro), air 
(wind), earth (wood), and fire (solar)?” In 
the research objectives, we further articu-
lated the gendered implications of exploring 
potential gender-based inequities in leader-
ship, participation, benefits, and strategies 
being used to implement renewable energy 
projects in the community, including paying 
particular attention to potential gender-
specific health inequities across the lifespan. 
In this community in particular, women 
have a central role in the well-being of the 
entire community and are the teachers who 
maintain the connection to the ancestors, 
to the earth, and to the land (Hanharan, 
2008). The culture of this community was 
not based on a matriarchal or patriarchal 
system but was bilateral with a strong ten-
dency to matrilocality (Bear Nicholas, 1994). 
In fact, the language of this nation does not 
differentiate gender (Bear Nicholas, 1994; 
Sherwood, 1983).

Questions to ask yourselves and develop 
protocols for: “How well-versed in CR-GBA 
is your team? What are your own assump-
tions about gender, and how did you develop 
them? What makes you ‘well-versed’ or 
not? What is your commitment to lifelong 
learning along this trajectory? Can you move 
beyond CR-GBA to make similar consider-
ations for equity, diversity, and inclusion 
(EDI) more broadly? For those who have not 
begun the journey, will they be required to 
participate in any training such as gender-
based violence, trauma-informed approach-
es, human rights, power, privilege, antiop-
pression practices, social justice, and other 
workshops offered by your university and/or 
communities and organizations during the 
first year of their involvement with your re-
search program? If there is turnover of team 
members, will you preferentially recruit 
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with a CR-GBA lens? How will you know 
how you are doing with respect to CR-GBA?” 
You might consider annual anonymized sur-
veys to assess the impact CR-GBA is having 
in terms of accelerating leadership op-
portunities for women and gender-diverse 
team members; this could be evidenced by 
new research grants, new research appoint-
ments, and publications led by diverse team 
members. Tokenism is a serious obstacle in 
Western research; how will you measure the 
impact of your CR-GBA approach that cen-
ters and celebrates it? An excellent resource 
for the application of CR-GBA can be found 
in NWAC’s recent publication, Culturally 
Relevant Gender-Based Analysis: A Roadmap 
for Policy Development (NWAC, 2023).

Finishing Up This Cup of Tea . . .

Diana: As an Indigenous researcher, there 
are two important points I must stress as 
we finish up our cup of tea. First, non-
Indigenous researchers must equitably 
engage with Indigenous researchers in a 
research program, not just so they are able 
to check a box for the research application, 
but in true partnership. Second, research 
partners must recognize that Indigenous 
people come to research from a place of re-
sponsibility—responsibility to our ancestors 
who came before us, and to the generations 
yet to come. We come with a responsibility 
to all of Creation—msit no’kmaq (to all my  
relations). Our ethics are interwoven 
throughout the research relationship and 
are guiding us as we are doing the research 
for our community and for those who cannot 
or are no longer able to do so.

Heather: All researchers who are doing work 
“in a good way” (Ball & Janyst, 2008), by 
drinking tea in ILCBPR, are not just fake-
listening to Indigenous community leaders 
or community members. They are not just 
stepping out of the office to have a one-off 
meeting with Indigenous Peoples to secure 
the letters of partnership required to prove 
they have relationships with them for their 
funding agencies. Those who are drinking 
tea are actively working to take the back-
seat in research (see Castleden, Martin, et 
al., 2017), to disrupt systemic, structural, 
and interpersonal acts of anti-Indigenous 
racism, to call out White supremacy in the 
academy—from policies and procedures to 
peer review and publishing—and to unlearn 
their ways of being in a lifelong journey of 
decolonizing themselves. As tea-drinkers, 
we can, we should, we must continually do 

better in the spirit of healing, truth, recon-
ciliation, justice, and support for Indigenous 
rights and responsibilities in research.

Ron: As we finish our tea, with so much more 
to hear and say with one another, with so 
much left unsaid and only partially heard 
already, I am reminded that we are always 
in the middle, that all our words and lis-
tening are in the midst of making sense, of 
transforming the world. I am reminded as 
well to continue to search, and search again, 
and again, to re-search, so as to learn with 
others to know better what we already know, 
to know critically the truths that shape our 
everyday lives so that we can transform and 
overcome the damaged and limiting condi-
tions of our situation, and so that we can 
renew and strengthen the life-sustaining 
relations that enable our creative response 
and realization of our freedom dreams. 
Indeed, I am reminded that this is why re-
search, the disciplined investigation of our 
world and ourselves to seek the most rigor-
ous understanding, is a kind of sacred way of 
life, one that requires great humility in light 
of the determined efforts of the generations 
who have come before us also searching, and 
re-searching; each generation must search 
for those truths that will shape the changes 
needed to end injustice, to awaken each of 
us to our responsibilities to one another and 
to the earth that is the very possibility of 
life. From this in-between place of becom-
ing otherwise, I am grateful beyond words 
for the wisdom shared and earned in the 
struggles to embody ILCBPR of which I have 
been a part; I hope that our days together in 
dialogue, in tears and laughter, in visits to 
Elder trees and walks along river banks, in 
silent engagement with our keyboards and 
one another’s thoughts, bear fruit for all 
who read these words. I hope the questions 
we have posed help others find their own 
pathways ahead, pathways that can only be 
forged in the walking, in the movement of 
these words and this work into other times 
and places through the words and work of 
each succeeding generation.

Nicole: As someone relatively new to CBPR 
with Indigenous Peoples and ILCBPR, I have 
been reflecting on what I have learned in the 
months of meeting with this team to draft 
this essay. As our process on this specific 
task comes to a close, I find myself more 
focused on my unlearning than the learn-
ing. Dee, Heather, and Ron have graciously 
shared with me their insights and their wis-
doms from their decades-long dedication to 
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CBPR with Indigenous Peoples and ILCBPR. 
But what is most apparent to me is how they 
approach their research, the importance 
of relationality, and the ethic that grounds 
their work: with me, with each other, with 
the communities where/with whom they 
work. It is the time for personal chats at the 
beginning of meetings, the space they create 
for me to contribute my ideas or challenge 
theirs, and the subtle (and not so subtle) 
ways in which they disrupt and decolonize 
the academy—and the responsibility I now 
feel to do the same.

Dee’s Final Word: As we pass on our shared 
experiences, we also have much to learn 
from Nicole, as we witness her immersion 
into CBPR with Indigenous Peoples and 

ILCBPR. We hope that, like Nicole, you will 
have come to realize that “drinking tea” 
does not always take you on the path you 
expect. Rather, being open to and embracing 
the relationality required of ILCBPR work 
can generate the most transformative op-
portunities to do research with a “good heart 
and mind.” As you too may be embarking on 
your own CBPR project, be it Indigenous-led 
or not, we hope that the key lessons we have 
learned on our collective journey, that we 
now share with you by inviting you to drink 
tea with us, can contribute toward ongoing 
efforts to decolonize all aspects of CBPR and 
the academy at large.
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