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Abstract: 
 
Researchers working with First Nations have heard: “We have been researched to 
death.” Given this reputation for research, how can researchers working with First 
Nations turn this situation around? How can we collaboratively conduct respectful 
research and engage First Nations meaningfully? How can we ensure that the 
narratives we weave in research publications from interview transcripts strongly 
reflect the voices of community members, and that our publications meet the needs 
of communities? One way is for members of First Nation communities collaborating in 
the research to co-write research publications. The paper discusses some practical 
ways that researchers can do this, based on our experiences with conducting research 
about technology with rural and remote First Nation community collaborators. We 
discuss what has been successful and where we need to work harder to be more 
inclusive of the experiences and situations of community members. 
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1 Introduction 
 
 “To deny the colonial legacy by not adapting our research projects to 
accommodate Aboriginal concerns is to participate in the colonial project 
itself.” (Menzies, 2001, p. 22) 

 
The focus of this paper is our experiences as a partnership and collaborative project 
to co-create research with First Nation partner organizations and communities. Our 
research partnership explores how remote and rural First Nation communities and 
organizations are using information and communication technology (ICT, e.g., online 
communication tools) and broadband based-services. We have also conducted 
numerous outreach activities to engage remote and rural First Nations in the 
research. 
 
Our project, VideoCom 
(http://videocom.firstnation.ca), has been ongoing 
since 2006. Unique in Canada, it is the only long-
term ongoing project with First Nation organization 
partners and collaborating communities exploring 
how they are using broadband and ICT. University 
of New Brunswick is the institutional lead and there 
are three research partners - all First Nation 
organizations - in the regions of Ontario, Quebec 

and Atlantic. All the partners are very engaged in 
the project. We meet and have met every month 
since June 2006 by multi-site videoconference. The 
partners work with the researchers to decide the 
direction and focus of the research. We discuss and carry out all aspects of our work 
together and co-author papers together.  
 
The three research partners are Keewaytinook Okimakanak in Northwestern Ontario, 
the First Nations Education Council in Quebec, and Atlantic Canada’s First Nation Help 
Desk / Mi’kmaw Kina’matnewey. This paper focuses on some of our experiences to 
date.  
 
Since the project began, the partners have contributed significant in-kind resources 
to the various activities. VideoCom has been funded by the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) since 2006 and recently received confirmation 
of five more years of SSHRC funding. This means we can continue our journey 
together to research how remote and rural First Nations in the three regions are using 
technologies. We are currently in a planning process together to decide on our 
priorities for research and outreach until 2017. The new phase of the project will be 
called: First Nations Innovation: ICT Enterprise Development. 
 
We would like to acknowledge that most of what we learned has been through the 
teachings of our research partners, the leadership and community members of the 

Mishkeegogamang (photo 
courtesy of Kerri Gibson, UNB) 
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First Nations we have collaborated with as well as other First Nation peoples who 
have contributed their thoughts and wisdom to our project. We would like to take this 
opportunity to thank them for everything they have taught us. We also acknowledge 
that although our journey (research project) has been underway for more than six 
years, we are still learning and have a lot more to learn. 
 
We are aware that past research on other projects has sometimes violated ethical and 
moral issues, and that the worldviews and perspectives of First Nation communities 
and their membership have not always been respected (AFN, 2009). The Assembly of 
First Nations (AFN) - the national representative body of First Nations leadership - 
suggests that, “by grounding research in a solid understanding of the historic 
relationship into which it plays, current and future research projects can apply a 
more respectful methodology and be internally strengthened in the process” (p.5). 
The principles of OCAP (ownership, control, access, and possession – as applied to 
First Nations research) (Schnarch, 1994), as well as The Canadian Tri-council 
Guidelines for doing research with First Nations (Canadian Institutes of Health 
Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, and Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 2010) are examples of how 
different and more collaborative approaches are being encouraged among 
researchers.  
 
The VideoCom project also engages in holistic, community-centered, and 
participatory research and activities: this paper contributes to the ongoing discussion 
and information-sharing. We realize there are many areas for improvement as well as 
challenges that need to be respectfully and mindfully addressed. We need to continue 
moving this philosophy forward and would like to share our stories with you. 
 
Our stories focus on recent community research we conducted in Northwestern 
Ontario with Keewaytinook Okimakanak (KO) and the communities of 
Mishkeegogamang First Nation (very rural) and Fort Severn First Nation (remote, fly-in 
only). We discuss experiences across various stages of the research project, from 
conceptualization and the very start of the project through to information-sharing, 
and we also cite ongoing challenges we face.  
 
What we share in this paper reflects primarily the experiences of the research team 
from the University of New Brunswick working with these two collaborating First 
Nation communities and our research partner, KO. We visited each of the two 
communities several times in 2010 and 2011. 
 
2 Mishkeegogamang First Nation and Fort Severn First Nation 
 
Mishkeegogamang First Nation is a rural community near where the all-season road 
ends in Northwestern Ontario and where the winter roads start. Although traditional 
lands span much further, the current communities that comprise Mish stretch 30 
kilometres along a stretch of highway.  
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Fort Severn (Washaho Cree Nation) is the most northern community in Ontario near 
the shores of Hudson Bay. It is a fly-in community year-round and accessible by winter 
roads for a couple of months of the year. Approximately 400 community residents live 
there.  
 
3 The Community Studies 
 

Our community-based research began in 2010 - 
previously we engaged in research with the 
partner organizations and only conducted 
outreach activities with First Nation communities. 
Our partner in Northwestern Ontario, 
Keewaytinook Okimakanak (Northern Chiefs 
Council), works collaboratively with many 
communities in the region and embraces 
community engagement and a community-led and 
community-driven philosophy. 
 
In 2010 we sent a letter to the Chief and Council 
of all of the communities in Northwestern 
Ontario inviting them to participate in the 

VideoCom project. This included both the research project and also hosting a 
community engagement activity - a user-created video festival. We received an 
invitation to collaborate from two communities – Mishkeegogamang First Nation and 
Fort Severn First Nation. 
 
Chief Connie Gray-McKay of Mishkeegogamang First Nation and Chief Matthew 
Kakekaspan of Fort Severn First Nation each selected a community member to work 
with us and hold the position of community liaison with our project. Erin Bottle took 
on this role in Mishkeegogamang First Nation and Tommy Miles in Fort Severn First 
Nation. The community liaisons helped us with planning community visits and setting 
up interviews with community members. Together with our partner organization, the 
community leadership, and the community liaisons, we developed the interview 
guides and research questions. These partners helped ensure that the questions were 
designed respectfully and met the needs of the community. Some of the research 
questions that framed the community-based research included: 
 
*How are remote and rural First Nation communities using ICT?  
 
*What are community members’ perspectives on various technologies?  
 
*How are First Nations using ICT to support community development in the areas of 
culture and traditions, health and wellness, education and the economy, and 
governance and administration? 
 
 

Fort Severn (photo courtesy of Cal 
Kenny, KO-K-Net Multimedia 

producer) 
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4 Community Visits and Information Gathering 
 
In each community we made at least three research visits over a period of a year: 
initially only one visit was planned to each community, and then in discussion with 
the communities and our partners we discussed the planning and necessity of future 
visits as the project continued. The first phase of information gathering occurred 
during the first community visits in March 2010 when a research team including 
representatives from our partner organization visited both Fort Severn and 
Mishkeegogamang First Nations.  
 
Each community hosted a video festival that we organized. A focus of our research is 
how communities are using technologies, and we proposed a video festival as a fun 
way to address this topic. The videos were user-created from members of 
communities across the Sioux Lookout zone - we found many of the videos on YouTube 
and showcased them in the festival with the permission of the video creators. The 
video festival was a great opportunity to showcase the talent of the community and 
other local communities and get to know members of the community. The video 
festivals involved considerable preparation work for the research team before the 
visits and during the visits they served as a focus for the research.  
 
We created and put up posters around the community announcing our visit and 
activities and also visited several community hot spots - such as the school, health 
centre, e-Centre - to raise awareness about the project. Community members were 
very helpful in showing us around their community and taking us to visit the different 
centers using technology for community development purposes.  
 
One-on-one interviews were our primary research method in both communities. 
Selecting participants for interviews was a combination of suggestions from the 
partners and band office as well as word-of-mouth and notices on the local cable TV 
channel. In total, we conducted 59 interviews during our visits to Fort Severn First 
Nation and 17 in Mishkeegogamang First Nation. 
 
We later returned to the communities for additional visits (in the Fall of 2010 and 
Spring of 2011).  On subsequent visits to Mishkeegogamang First Nation, the 
community telehealth coordinator kindly acted as a tour guide (she had also shown us 
around other places during the first visit). We met with various community members 
to find out in what direction they would like to take the project and discussed some 
of the findings from the information we gathered during our previous visit. We also 
decided to write community member profiles - sections of the paper that focused on 
one person and how they were using technology. For this reason, we met with the 
staff of the Keewaytinook Okimakanak Internet High School (KiHS), the community 
telehealth coordinator, the community radio station manager, the grade 7/8 class at 
the Missabay community school, and many other community members. On this and the 
previous visit, we took many photos of the community and also gathered them from 
other sources such as KO-KNET as well as other sources.  
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During the information gathering, we tried to engage community members and raise 
their awareness about the project, inviting them to share their perspectives and ideas 
with us about using a variety of technologies. In Mishkeegogamang First Nation a 
VideoCom team member went on the radio with the radio station manager – the 
information was shared in both English and Oji-Cree. We also shared information and 
updated people on the project via the Mishkeegogamang First Nation newsletter. In 
Fort Severn First Nation, we shared information via the community television channel 
and Facebook. In both communities we found that word of mouth worked really well – 
people  were happy to discuss and share information about the project and give 
suggestions on how to engage with other community members. As aforementioned, 
posters about the collaborative project were also distributed to community members. 
 
5 Co-creating Research Papers  
 
We aim for a holistic and open approach to co-creating papers and recognize that 
ideas are just as important as written words. In many cases the leadership and 
community members furnished relevant and exciting ideas about what they would like 
to see in the research papers. When drafting the papers we found it helpful to use 
quotes from participants whenever possible, emphasizing the community perspectives 
while minimizing the external analysis from the researchers. Using photographs in 
papers and presentations allowed us to share a visual perspective as well.  
 
Our research project developed publication guidelines in 2010 that include roles and 
responsibilities of authors. In collaboration with our First Nation partners we are 
currently fine-tuning and updating our publication policy to ensure that it meets the 
needs of our partners and the communities that we collaborate with. Our publication 
policy is available on VideoCom website: 
http://meeting.knet.ca/mp19/mod/book/view.php?id=1722&chapterid=834.  
 
This policy covers many aspects of co-creating research papers. One policy for our 
project is to always invite and collaborate with at least one community member as a 
co-author if the paper involves information from a specific community. Ideally we 
would involve as many community members as possible in the development of the 
collaborative papers. For example, our paper from Mishkeegogamang First Nation 
includes the entire community as a co-author. Mishkeegogamang created a history 
book together which also used this model of co-authorship (Heinrichs, Hiebert, & The 
People of Mishkeegogamang, 2009). 
 
As a research team we have explored various important topics of research. To date 
these include using technology and broadband services for community development, 
community perspectives on telemental health, a community-owned and managed 
cellular phone service, the history of communications in Fort Severn and more.  
 
Our publications are all available for download from the project website 
(http://videocom.firstnation.ca). Since the beginning of the VideoCom project in 
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2006 almost 40 publications are now online. Our first community-based publications 
began in 2010.  
 
6 Disseminating Findings 
 
A variety of creative ways are being used to share the information that is being co-
created and identified. Our research paper from Mishkeegogamang First Nation was 
vibrant and full of community pictures and profiles in addition to information on how 
the community uses technology for many purposes including community development 
(Gibson, Gray-McKay, O’Donnell, & the People of Mishkeegogamang, 2011). 
 
We conceptualized the paper as a new chapter in the Mishkeegogamang history book 
already published by the community. The history book discusses many different 
aspects of community life and services and our new chapter adds important 
information on community technology use. For our second visit to the community, 
after the paper was drafted, we re-visited several community members and centres to 
distribute the paper and thanked them again for the collaboration. One of the most 
enjoyable aspects for the researchers was perhaps this point – getting to see the 
community members who participated in our project recognize their community, 
friends, and relatives in the paper and appear genuinely excited about the 
information being shared and their part in it. Chief Connie Gray-McKay also presented 
information and findings from the research at the COACH e-Health 2011 conference. 
Chief Connie is also lead author on the upcoming journal publication based on our 
research (Gray-McKay, Gibson, O’Donnell, & The People of Mishkeegogamang First 
Nation, 2012, in Press).  
 
Our research in Fort Severn First Nation also engaged community co-authors, including 
Chief Matthew Kakekaspan and the band council project manager George Kakekaspan 
(O’Donnell, Kakekaspan, Beaton, Walmark, Mason, & Mak, 2011; Gibson, Kakekaspan, 
Kakekaspan, O’Donnell, Walmark, Beaton, & the People of Fort Severn First Nation, 
2012; O’Donnell, Kakekaspan, Beaton, Walmark, & Gibson, 2011). 
 
Fort Severn First Nation and our KO partners had another great idea for sharing their 
information – in collaboration with the research team, they created a community 
website featuring a showcase on the history of technology use in their community: 
http://fortsevern.firstnation.ca/tech_showcase. This showcase has also been widely 
shared with hundreds of community informatics (CI) researchers globally via the CI 
Researchers listserv.  
 
One paper co-written with the community telehealth coordinators in each of the 
communities looked at community members perspectives on the use of telemental 
health. For that paper, a KOTM research partner and the community telehealth 
coordinator from Fort Severn First Nation co-presented the paper at a rural health 
conference in New Brunswick (Gibson, Coulson, Miles, Kakekayskung, Daniels, & 
O’Donnell, 2010)  and it was later revised and published in the international journal, 
Rural Health (Gibson, Coulson, Miles, Kakekakekung, Daniels, & O'Donnell, 2011). 
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7 Challenges and Lessons 
 
Our goal has been to connect and collaborate with First Nation communities in a 
holistic, respectful, and innovative way: we experienced many challenges and gained 
much insight along the way.  
 
An ongoing challenge involves bridging the geographical distances which span our 
research partner organizations - the four of us including UNB are located in four 
different provinces across three time zones - and we believe we have been very 
successful at this. Using the telephone, email, and regular monthly videoconference, 
we successfully connect with our partner organization in Northwestern Ontario on a 
frequent basis: in fact, sometimes we stay in better touch with our partners than we 
do with people who work in the same building as us.  
 
At the same time, connecting with community members in Fort Severn and 
Mishkeegogamang proved to be more challenging. For instance, Chief Connie Gray-
McKay was interested in connecting with us through videoconference at her Band 
Office, yet a piece of equipment had been missing from the Band Office for quite 
some time. Therefore, we used email and telephone to stay in touch when we were 
not physically in the community. In Fort Severn, the leadership has been able to 
leverage videoconferencing as a form of communication (in addition to email and the 
telephone). We also used Facebook to keep in touch with certain co-authors in the 
two communities.  
 
Collaborating across cultures has been a goal and challenge at the heart of our work 
together: among our teams and groups of co-authors we have both First Nation and 
Non-First Nation peoples. Furthermore, the two First Nation communities that we 
have worked with and focused on in this paper, Mishkeegogamang First Nation and 
Fort Severn First Nation, have many similar yet different characteristics and 
components. Mishkeegogamang First Nation is Ojibway and Fort Severn First Nation is 
Cree. Navigating this cross-cultural work has taken a high level of awareness from all 
involved, including insight into our own cultural values, into assumptions we might 
hold which we are willing to challenge, and a willingness to develop our awareness of 
the multiple cultures that we are working alongside.  
 
Developing and ensuring ongoing respect, compassion, and humility have been 
paramount. We have found it is incredibly important to be respectfully asking 
questions of all involved, in terms of how we can be culturally respectful and 
sensitive. For instance, when planning the Video Festivals in the two communities we 
had ongoing conversations with the leadership, our partner organizations, and the 
community liaisons about what they recommended for protocols. In Mishkeegogamang 
First Nation, we began the event with the welcoming words and blessing of a 
community elder.  
 
A key component to facilitating this cross-cultural respect and collaboration has been 
the time we spend in the communities. We have made multiple trips, lasting days at a 



P a g e  | 9 
 

time, to develop a deeper understanding of the communities, the people in them, 
what they are proud of and the challenges and successes they experience. We also 
found it important to engage in non-research related activities during these visits 
(e.g., the video festivals, visiting the community restaurant and socializing with 
community members, going on hunting trips, etc.). We also recognize that spending 
limited amounts of time in the communities is challenging: therefore, this summer 
one of our project members is spending a few weeks in a community in Northwestern 
Ontario to develop a relationship with and better understanding of the community, its 
members, traditions, and culture. 
 
Our project focuses on technology and broadband use in First Nation communities, 
therefore it is obvious that exploring these issues with those who are engaged in the 
activities is critical. Nevertheless, engaging community members who are critical of 
technologies has been equally important. For example, in an attempt to honestly 
portray the gamut of community perspectives which exist on telemental health, we 
examined the positive, negative, and neutral attitudes that community members held 
toward the practice (Gibson, Coulson, Miles, Kakekakekung, Daniels, & O'Donnell, 
2011). Not all community members approve of or embrace technology, therefore it is 
imperative that we identify these perspectives and portray the range of information 
that has been collected. Identifying the concerns of community members helps 
ameliorate service provision to better meet the needs of the community. 
 
A significant challenge for us is trying to engage the various members of the First 
Nation communities, across age categories, while our research ethics approval only 
allows us to speak to adults. In the future, it will be important to extend our research 
to youth and children. In the meantime, we have found ways to address this 
challenge. For instance, in Mishkeegogamang we were not able to interview youth, 
however we did include a profile in the collaborative article on how the grade 7/8 
class at Missabay Community School were using technology. To accomplish this, our 
VideoCom team visited the class and spoke with the youth about the results of the 
first phase of information gathering, and what their perspectives and thoughts were 
on the results and how they were using technology. We also engaged in certain 
outreach activities with the Keewaytinook Internet High School, and during the first 
visit to the two communities the KO-KNET multimedia producer helped train children 
and youth (and adults) on how to create videos.  
 
With the recognition that this list of challenges is not exhaustive, First Nation 
communities often have a long list of important priorities including such things as 
housing, economic development, education, and lands and resources: information and 
communication technologies do not often register as a top priority. This is why we 
have found it essential to find ways to connect ICT with community services in order 
to bring these issues to the forefront. In both Fort Severn First Nation and 
Mishkeegogamang First Nation we explored how a plethora of community services are 
made accessible to community members via broadband services, and how the use of 
ICT facilitates the delivery of these community services. When technologies become 
fairly transparent in the delivery of services, it is easy to overlook (and take for 
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granted) how critical ICT is in the delivery of these services, and how without ICT 
there could be a serious lack of bridging between sectors and the community.  
 
8 Conclusions 
 
It has been our objective to share both the positive ways and the challenges  
encountered in our collaboration with First Nation communities to co-create 
meaningful research on broadband technology use. We hope to have stimulated 
relevant discussion among our own team members as well as others working with First 
Nations.  
 
As always, we welcome ideas and suggestions for how we can continue to improve our 
collaborative approach. This is an ongoing process and much work remains to be done, 
over the coming years, to ensure that community members are included and active in 
the publications written from the collaborative research.  From our perspective, it 
appears that university researchers hold a central role in being pro-active in this 
process and making community collaboration a focus of research from the very first 
steps of the research process. At the same time, community members (and in our 
experience, partner organizations) need to take an equally active role in facilitating 
the collaborative process. Therefore, all stakeholders must be invested and engaged, 
in order to facilitate the success of this holistic practice. In moving forward, it would 
be beneficial for everyone involved (university researchers, partner organizations, 
First Nation communities) to continuously assess their level of engagement and 
collaboration and how they can maximize their connections with First Nations despite 
the challenges they are facing. 
 
Acknowledgements 
 
We warmly thank the leadership and community members of Mishkeegogamang First 
Nation and Fort Severn First Nation for their collaboration and respectful sharing 
throughout this process: meegwetch! This work was made possible with the 
involvement of our partner organization in Northwestern Ontario – Keewaytinook 
Okimakanak, including the KO divisions KO-KNET, the KO Research Institute and KO 
Telemedicine. Finally, we would like to acknowledge our other partner organizations - 
the First Nations Education Council and Atlantic Canada’s First Nation Help Desk that 
contribute in-kind resources to the project - and the VideoCom project funding 
received by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) 
that makes this research possible. 
 
References 
 
Assembly of First Nations (2009). Ethics in First Nations research. Retrieved from: 

http://www.afn.ca/uploads/files/rp-research_ethics_final.pdf 
 
Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research 

Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of 



P a g e  | 11 
 

Canada. (2010). Tri-Council policy statement: Ethical conduct for research 
involving humans. 

 
Gibson, K., Kakekaspan, M., Kakekaspan, G., O’Donnell, S., Walmark, B., Beaton, B., 

and the People of Fort Severn First Nation (2012). A history of communication 
by Fort Severn First Nation community members: From hand deliveries to 
virtual pokes. Paper presented at the iConference 2012, Toronto, Ontario. 

 
Gibson, K.L., Coulson, H., Miles, R., Kakekakekung, C., Daniels, E., & O'Donnell, S. 

(2011). Conversations on telemental health: listening to remote and rural First 
Nations communities. Rural and Remote Health 11, online: 
http://www.rrh.org.au/publishedarticles/article_print_1656.pdf.  

Gibson, K., Gray-McKay, C., O’Donnell, S., and the People of Mishkeegogamang. 
(2011). Mishkeegogamang First Nation community members engage with 
information and communication technologies. Paper presented at the Canadian 
Communication Association Conference, Fredericton. Available from 
http://videocom.firstnation.ca 

 
Gibson, K., Coulson, H., Miles, R., Kakekayskung, K., Daniels, B., O’Donnell, S. 

(2010). Listening to the communities: Perspectives of remote and rural First 
Nations community members on telemental health. Paper presented at the 
Rural Health: Connecting Research and Policy Conference, Fredericton, 
Canada. Available from http://videocom.firstnation.ca 

 
Gray-McKay, C., Gibson, K., O’Donnell, S. & The People of Mishkeegogamang First 

Nation (2012, in Press). Mishkeegogamang Tepacimowin Networks. Journal of 
Community Informatics – forthcoming. 

Heinrichs, M., Hiebert, D., & The People of Mishkeegogamang (2009). 
Mishkeegogamang: The Land, The People, & The Purpose. Kelowna, B.C.: 
Rosetta Projects. 

 
Menzies, C. R. (2001). Reflections on research with, for, and among Indigenous 

Peoples. Canadian Journal of Native Education 25(1), 19-35. 

O’Donnell, S., Kakekaspan, G., Beaton, B., Walmark, B., Mason, R., Mak, M. (2011). A 
new remote community-owned wireless communication service: Fort Severn 
First Nation builds their local cellular system with Keewaytinook Mobile. 
Canadian Journal of Communication, 36 (4) 663-673. Available from 
http://videocom.firstnation.ca 

 
O’Donnell, S., Kakekaspan, M., Beaton, B., Walmark, B., Gibson, K. (2011). How the 

Washaho Cree Nation at Fort Severn is using a “First Mile Approach” to deliver 
community services. Paper presented at the Telecommunications Policy 



P a g e  | 12 
 

Research Conference, Arlington, Virginia, USA. Available from 
http://videocom.firstnation.ca 

Schnarch, B. (2004). Ownership, Control, Access, and Possession (OCAP) or Self-
Determination Applied to Research. Journal of Aboriginal Health, 1(1), 80-95. 

 


