
Toward a First Nation Development 

Model:
Lessons from the Poverty Action Research Project



The project

 Research Team in partnership with the Assembly of First Nations

 Funded by the Canadian Institutes of Health Research

 Working with 5 volunteer First Nations across Canada

 Background research, community profiles, development of strategic plan, 

assistance in implementation

 Community coordinators, advisory committees, annual meetings

 Research in support of action

 Geared to addressing upstream determinants (poverty)
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The communities

 Sipeknkatik First Nation (Nova Scotia)

 Obedjiwan First Nation (Quebec)

 Eabametoong First Nation (Fort Hope, Ontario)

 Misipawistik Cree Nation (Manitoba)

 T’it’q’et (Lillooet, British Columbia)



First Nation development models

 We have learned quite a bit about what contributes to successful 

economic and social development, in First Nation communities

 The Harvard Project and its emphasis on factors such as “sovereignty”, 

cultural match, a highly qualified civil service, strategic planning. Going 

beyond the technical and the resources.

 The First Nation Development Institute and its emphasis on a strength-based 

model, community asset mapping

 Case studies of communities that have made the transition to reduced 

dependence, own source revenues, self-reliant economic base (e.g., 

leadership, repatriating human resources, breaking out of geographic 

constraints). CANDO’s awards for excellence



What additional observations come 

out of the Poverty Action Research 

Project?
8 lessons from experience

A timely topic given plans by INAC



The goals of the development process: 

where do communities want to go?

 We got it wrong with our emphasis on poverty. A mainstream approach

 Communities found it too narrow, too materialistic, stigmatizing

 Preference for a broad-based holistic approach involving different 

dimensions e.g., “Building our Community Together”,  “Raising up our 

Community”

 First Nation conceptions of the good life and attaining the health and well-

being of the whole community is much broader and includes dimensions 

such as retaining or revitalizing culture, and recognizing/ptotecting

Aboriginal and treaty rights. Earning a moderate livelihood

 Consistent across the country



Taking communities where they are 

and where they want to go

 How our five communities were selected; 

 Wide variation in location, circumstances, prospects for development

 Idea of taking communities where they are and providing supports so they 

can move along their chosen development path. Idea of moving the 

yardstick along

 In that sense, everyone qualifies; there are no set pre-requisites



The role of culture in the development 

process: it is everywhere

 Culture as a commercial product or experience

 Culture reflected in vision and priorities (e.g., youth and elders)

 Culture reflected in process (e.g., developing relationships of trust)



The importance of leadership

 Why do some communities manage to break out of patters of high external 

dependence, control, reliance on transfers from government?

 The Membertou case study: location, education, civil service but also 

leadership and stability of leadership

 The importance of leadership and its stability underlined in our 

communities. Need to break out of two-year election cycle buit

nervousness around that

 Tremendous pressures on leaders, much time devoted to crisis 

management. Need to consider what supports can be put in place (e.g., 

leadership development programs)



Politics and Business

 The slogan of separating politics and business is oversimplified

 A misreading of the Harvard Project and not supported by case studies

 It’s more a matter of being clear on the proper  role of politics and business

 Political leadership has a vital role to play in economic development –

determining the vision in consultation with the community; creating the 

environment e.g., civil service and regulations; lobbying for support to 

implement

 The danger is if decisions that should be made on economic grounds 

(efficiency, viability, etc.) introduce political criteria

 Eabametoong and the formation of an economic development 

corporation. Reducing pressure, upping expertise.



Shifting to community-level 

determinants

 Our preoccupation with intervening at the individual and family level e.g. in 

addictions, suicide

 Building up communities or nations as an additional approach (not 

either/or)

 Chandler and Lalonde on suicide; Wien on substance use and economic 

development: policies, interdiction, own source revenues for treatment; 

employment and other supports

 Poverty action research project on strengthening communities



Nation to Nation learning

 Mainstream knowledge transfer paradigm: research and Western bias

 Alternatively, recognizing diversity and success within First Nation 

communities, including perspectives based on Indigenous knowledge

 How to structure nation-to-nation sharing and learning?

 Our experience with Advisory Boards. Community competitiveness

 Other types of learning opportunities



The importance of external supports

 The importance of government support to realize community plans. 

 Even small grants can go a long way e.g., Misipawistik with driver 

education, keepers of the lake

 Is there a role for academic support? Research, access to 

education/training opportunities, knowledge and connections, making 

some funds available, an opportunity to reflect and think longer-term

 But tensions for the academics: granting councils, ethics, financial 

administrations, freedom to publish

 Communities would like to continue


