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Collaborate – to work jointly on an activity or project (Oxford Dictionary of English).

As trainers for the Crisis & Trauma Resource Institute, we are called upon to provide services with Indigenous peoples, organizations, and communities. This requires collaboration between cultures and people that we have a difficult shared history with. How can we best foster collaborative relationships in this context?

First, let me acknowledge that I am a white woman from a European-Canadian heritage, and this informs my perspective. Although I have worked with several First Nations, and lived in a remote Innu community, I am no expert. What I offer here is my understanding of what we as trainers can do to be collaborative. I do not pretend to speak for any Indigenous persons. 

Tip #1: Be humble. Acknowledge your position in the world with humility. In my culture and profession, we always establish credibility by starting out with listing our accomplishments and credentials. However, that can be interpreted as arrogance or an effort to put yourself on a higher level. Introduce yourself as a person rather than as a professional with a goal to establish relationality first. Who are you? Who are your parents? Where did you grow up? Who influenced your values? What drives you to do the work you do? Why are you working with Indigenous people?

Where appropriate, it’s also important to acknowledge that we are on traditional First Nations, Metis, and/or Inuit territory. For Canadians, learn more and find out what territory you are on by going to https://native-land.ca/territory-acknowledgement/. In the United States, access the Honor Native Land guide here: https://usdac.us/nativeland/.

Tip #2: Walk alongside. You are not there to “help” but to support. I can’t emphasize this enough. Many people have had bad experiences with so-called helpers. Also, “helping” implies an unequal relationship where the helper is in a more powerful position than the person being helped. It can be easy to appear patronizing, so replace the word “help” in your statements with “support”. 

Tip #3: Acknowledge differences. Recognize that the Indigenous perspective is fundamentally different from yours. My culture looks at things in a very linear, cause-and-effect way. I have been told that an Indigenous perspective is broader, taking into consideration a wide context.  Also recognize that not every Indigenous community is the same. There are over 632 First Nation communities, 9 Metis communities, and 53 Inuit communities across Canada alone (according to Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, INAC) with tremendous variation between and within groups. They are all influenced by their landscape, environments, histories, and direct experiences with settlers. Never assume that what fits for one person or community will be the same for another.

Tip #4: Invite and incorporate their ideas. State clearly that you are offering your information (not “the truth”) and invite them to share the knowledge that they have. Collaboration is about creatively working together, finding ways to mutually share wisdom, and coming up with an alternative that is greater than what they or I could come up with alone. My knowledge is not superior to their knowledge. 

This can include acknowledging that your approach or materials comes from a mainstream perspective. Invite Indigenous persons to discuss how interactions can be adapted to incorporate their cultural needs and approach. 

Tip #5: Listen to understand. Make time to not only hear a person’s stories, but also try and understand what they are saying from their point of view and emotional experience. The gift of empathic listening becomes an opportunity to not only learn from their stories, but to also enrich your relationship. It can be hard to hear some stories, especially if there is raw trauma, but empathetic listening is what is called for. 

Tip #5: Honour both traditional and Christian spirituality. Spirituality can be very important in Indigenous communities. A workshop might begin with a traditional prayer, smudge, or pipe ceremony. Be open to this, but don’t assume that all Indigenous persons are traditional, as many are not. 

Tip #7: Ask for feedback. We don’t always know when we have made a faux pas, so ask people to tell you if you say something that doesn’t fit. Invite feedback to aid you in improving discriminatory habits of speech, such as saying you are there to help. 

Tip #8: Be prepared to laugh! Be especially ready to laugh at yourself. It’s good to not take yourself too seriously!

In short, the secret to collaboration is in your attitude. Be genuinely humble, human, respectful, and interested in what the other person has to offer. Everyone will reap the benefits and rewards when relationships are truly collaborative. 

