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Abstract 

First Nations in Canada face many barriers in their journey toward self-determination and 

community empowerment. One such barrier is that the processes for community decision-

making, particularly those decisions that require members to vote, can have a significant impact 

on the outcomes communities seek in the advancement of community goals—but some First 

Nations lack the internal capacity for effective communications. Community decision-making 

processes that aren’t thoughtfully designed fail engage community members to participate in the 

process and thus fail to achieve community goals. In order to better understand the connection 

between communications and Indigenous self-determination and community empowerment, as 

well as factors that contribute to successful community decision-making processes, I designed 

this study to include intensive interviews with representatives of elected leadership and 

communications staff from participant First Nation communities. Through a situational analysis 

of the data collected in this research, I identified issues related to communications faced by First 

Nations in BC and then generated three sensitizing concepts that provide direction for 

overcoming those issues from a decolonial perspective to contribute Indigenous knowledge to 

the topic of community decision-making in First Nations. As a result of the findings of this 

study, I argue First Nations need dedicated resources to develop communications capacity within 

the community to achieve goals of self-determination and empowerment of community 

members.  

Keywords: Indigenous self-determination; Indigenous knowledge; communications; 

community engagement; community decision-making; community empowerment 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

First Nations in Canada face many barriers in their journey toward self-determination and 

community empowerment. One such barrier is that the processes for community decision-

making, particularly those decisions that require members to vote, can have a significant impact 

on the outcomes communities seek in the advancement of their community goals, but some First 

Nations lack the internal capacity for effective communications (Barabash, 2020; LaFever, 

2008). Ineffective community decision-making processes, or limited experience or skill in 

communications may block a community’s ability to move forward or stimulate much needed 

growth in the community, as First Nations often are required to engage their citizens on issues 

that affect their communities, such as jurisdictional or title issues, or issues regarding resource, 

land, or economic development (Black & McBean, 2017; Wesley, 2019). As such, this study’s 

goal is to provide a better understanding of the role of communications in achieving Indigenous 

self-determination and community empowerment through an analysis of community decision-

making processes from three different First Nations. 

To meet that goal, I sought to answer the following research questions: RQ1 asks: What 

are the factors that contribute to a successful community decision-making process, RQ2 asks a 

related question: In what ways can a communications function serve as an emancipation and 

empowerment tool in the advancement of self-determination and decolonization? As a First 

Nations citizen, I grew up in and around First Nation communities along the coast of BC. While 

I am Haida on my mother’s side and Kwakwaka'wakw on my father’s side, the Indian Act 

doesn’t allow a person to be registered in more than one community. As such, following the 

matrilineal tradition of my ancestors, I am a registered member of Skidegate on Haida Gwaii. 

However, I also have a vested interest in the happenings of the community in which my father is 

currently registered, Gwa-sala-‘Nakwaxdaxw, located in Port Hardy, BC, as well as the 
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community our family is originally from, Dzawada̱ʼenux̱w, located in Kingcome Inlet, BC. In 

my experience, there have been many occasions where these communities have gone through 

community decision-making processes and (purposefully or accidently) left community members 

out of those processes, whether they live in or away from the community. In such circumstances, 

I have been unable to voice my opinion on matters that affect these communities and their 

futures, or have seen projects receive approval or rejection based on misinformation. As a 

communications professional who has worked with countless First Nations across the province, I 

have seen communities struggle with communications and community decision-making and I 

have witnessed the difficulties that lie within the entrenchment in the status quo for First Nations. 

I have also seen the transformative power effective communications has had for some 

communities. Much of my career has been dedicated to helping First Nations though 

communications challenges and building capacity within communities by sharing knowledge I 

have acquired as a communications professional grounded in Indigenous ways of knowing and 

being. It is therefore important for me to assert the role of communications in self-determination 

and community empowerment. As such, I focused on integrating my own Indigenous perspective 

and ideas into this research, as well as those of the participants in this study. Further, I conducted 

this research in a way that balanced my deep respect for First Nations with the structure and 

protocol of the Canadian government and the academy.  

In this study, I examine issues First Nations face in community decision-making and 

communications to provide useful results that could benefit First Nations in BC and beyond. This 

study is situated within the critical paradigm, given that its starting place is a critique of 

colonialism’s effects on Indigenous governance and community decision-making, resulting in a 

gap in our knowledge of how First Nations can reclaim their own forms of communication 



Running head: THE MISSING WEFT IN THE BASKET OF NATION-BUILDING 12 

management in an era where it is not possible to rely on customary forms of governance and 

decision-making. As a recruitment technique, I developed a survey to send to First Nations 

Chiefs in BC that asked basic questions about communications capacity and resources and 

requested their participation in the study. Based on the responses I received, I identified three 

communities to participate through theoretical sampling, I used Situational Analysis (SA) 

methodology, an extension of Grounded Theory (GT), to analyze data obtained through intensive 

interviews with representatives of elected leadership and communications staff from participant 

First Nation communities as well as related extant discourse materials and from that analysis, 

generated various maps designed to provoke deep analysis about the full situation of my study.  

The resulting maps tell a story about the situation of community decision-making in First 

Nations in BC and identify considerations for First Nations to include as they plan future 

community decision-making processes. Through mapping, I identified three sensitizing concepts 

(“directions in which to look”) that contribute to successful community decision-making 

processes, including: the importance of trust in increasing citizen participation; the importance of 

investment and value in communication on behalf of a First Nation’s elected leadership; and the 

need for experience and expertise in communications to support the decision-making processes. I 

also found that, while many organizations and groups are involved in supporting community 

decision-making processes, there are no formal groups of communications professionals actively 

and collectively involved in those processes. Further, in analyzing the discourses produced by 

the various groups involved in First Nation community decision-making, while connections were 

made between the importance of communication to self-determination, and communication was 

understood to strengthen governance, First Nations, and Indigenous organizations and groups 

were generally silent on the need for a formal communications function in the First Nation’s 
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administration. Through this thesis, I identify issues related to communications faced by First 

Nations in BC and then generate theorizing to overcome those issues from a decolonial 

perspective to contribute Indigenous knowledge to the topic of community decision-making in 

First Nations. As a result of the findings of this study, I argue First Nations need to dedicate 

resources to the development of communications capacity within the community to achieve self-

determination and empowerment of community members. Put another way, I suggest a 

communications function should be seen as an emancipation and empowerment tool integral to 

Indigenous nation-building. 

To begin this study, it is important to define some site-specific terms. “The concept of 

‘Indigenous’ refers to the way that Aboriginal people are shaped by their interactions with their 

environment” (Getty, 2010, p. 5). As Getty notes, the terms First Nations, Aboriginal and 

Indigenous are used interchangeably in the literature (2010, p. 5), however throughout my study 

First Nations will be used primarily to refer to the communities identified by the Indian Act as 

bands, Indigenous will be used to refer to original peoples of what is now referred to as North 

America and their descendants, as well as their ideas, perspectives and worldviews. By First 

Nation governments or leaders, I refer to the elected chief and councils that govern individual 

First Nations in BC, and First Nation communities refers to the people and land under the 

jurisdiction of elected chief and councils. By First Nations citizen, I refer to Status Indians as 

defined by the Indian Act who are registered as members of a First Nation in BC. As these terms 

are all similar but used to describe very different aspects of First Nations in Canada, it is critical 

to note the distinctions in relations to my study design. Finally, I refer to communication as the 

exchange of information, while I use the plural term, communications, to refer to the 

management of communication at an administrative level. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

A review of extant literature on community decision-making in First Nations reveals that 

while there has not been any research on the role of communications in self-determination and 

community empowerment, there have been studies that examine various aspects of governance 

and community decision-making that implicitly or explicitly reference communication as a factor 

that I will draw from and refer to as I discuss the need for research that connects communications 

to self-determination, community empowerment and the benefits of improved capacity. I begin 

this literature review by identifying issues with governance under the Indian Act that prevent 

self-determination and create barriers to citizen participation. I then review research related to 

self-determination, and in particular the connection between community engagement and self-

determination and the importance of community empowerment. I complete this literature review 

by examining research that discusses communications to support self-determination and the need 

for enhanced capacity and resources to communicate effectively.  

The Indian Act as an Obstacle to Self-Determination 

The Indian Act is race-based legislation in what is now called Canada that provides 

colonial and patriarchal oversight of First Nations and Status Indians in ways that profoundly 

shape political and economic life (Abele, 2007, p. 2). Thus, in the pursuit of self-determination, 

First Nations face many barriers as a result of the Indian Act. One of those barriers is the way the 

Act shifts accountability of a First Nation’s elected leadership from community members to the 

federal government, while extant literature argues engagement with community members is 

essential in nation-building. Another way the Indian Act serves as a barrier to self-determination 

is that it creates legislative dependency on the federal government for First Nations, and as a 

result, First Nations receive limited funding to build the capacity needed to support community 

decision-making processes. I will now review literature that examines the impacts of the Indian 
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Act on First Nation governance and community engagement to better understand the role 

communications plays in community decision-making. 

It has become a truism among scholars that the Indian Act serves as an obstacle to 

Indigenous self-determination in many ways, one being the way it structures First Nation 

governance so that accountability of the elected leadership is shifted from community members 

to the federal government. In 2007, Abele wrote a research paper for the National Centre for 

First Nation Governance that critically examined how the Indian Act negatively impacts First 

Nation government, governance, and management. Abele (2007) identified four key ways in 

which the Indian Act negatively influences First Nation governance, including: communications 

is not required and therefore not funded; elected leadership is accountable to the federal 

government and not community members; there is no requirement of transparency or information 

sharing with members; and a lack of organizational design means there is no functional division 

of labour to ensure members’ needs for information are met (pp. 23-26). Abele argued that the 

structure of the Indian Act hinders clear communication and states, "A means of public decision-

making on matters of collective import is fundamental to legitimacy of any government or 

organization. In democratic governments, it is expected that the means of decision-making be 

known to all and be seen by them to be fair" (p. 27). Through this study, I am interested in better 

understanding how communications can support efforts of restoring accountability back to the 

community where it rightly belongs. 

There is a small and growing body of research that is interested in increasing 

accountability to members through enhanced community engagement. Hotte, Nelson, Hawkins, 

Wyatt & Kozak (2018) recently published their study on maintaining accountability in First 

Nations; this research did not speak specifically to the function of communications but the 
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authors note that while accountability is important but not required in the Indian Act, many First 

Nations are restructuring their governments to enhance accountability to members by developing 

formal mechanisms and processes and understand community engagement to be important to 

accountability. Similarly, Poucette’s (2018) recent research into means of overcoming the Indian 

Act’s impact on traditional Indigenous governance argues that political change is impossible 

without the support of members (p. 519). Notably for my study, one of Poucette’s participants, 

someone who has been an elected chief, stated that when community members were treated 

equally, their trust in leadership increased, which in turn built a stronger government (p. 509). 

However, while Poucette’s research indicates that community engagement supports political 

change that would help First Nations overcome the negative effects of colonialism and build 

stronger governments, neither this nor other studies just noted discuss how First Nations might 

overcome the challenges to community engagement to achieve and sustain effective governance. 

Therefore, while extant literature indicates the Indian Act significantly hampers First Nation 

governance, and citizen participation in community engagement is seen as important to self-

determination, further research is needed to understand the role of communications in 

community engagement and self-determination. 

While lack of accountability to citizens is one barrier the Indian Act creates to self-

determination for First Nations, a barrier particularly salient to my research is the legislated 

dependency on another government which results in limited resources and capacity to properly 

navigate community decision-making processes that serve to achieve community goals. For 

example, in their study of published research on tensions in collaborative governance with 

Indigenous communities, Simms, Harris, Joe, and Bakker (2016) noted that capacity and funding 

were persistent barriers to governance, along with deeply rooted trust issues (pp. 8–9). Moreover, 
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the authors argued that capacity limitations in governance are connected to historical and 

ongoing colonialism leading to insufficient staffing, funding and time and quoted a participant in 

their study as saying, “A member of council or maybe the Chief, they are dealing with 10 million 

other things, it’s really hard to have that thoughtful kind of engagement that is really needed for 

those processes” (p. 9). Further, Sanderson’s (2014) examination of the relationship between 

First Nations and the federal government within the context of the Indian Act found that the 

manner in which First Nation communities receive funding is arbitrarily based on the policies of 

Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC), rather than a formula based on legislation. That is, 

Sanderson argues that, while for First Nations, the goal is sovereignty and self-determination, the 

current system of funding that doesn’t keep up with inflation, resulting in First Nations under 

increased financial constraints as populations and challenges increase (pp. 528–529). The 

legislated dependency on another government created by the Indian Act provides First Nations 

with limited funding that prevents capacity development to support community decision-making. 

There is therefore a need for research that explores how improved communications supports 

stronger governance and community empowerment in the interest of Indigenous self-

determination, a concern which is the focus of this study. 

As discussed, the Indian Act is one of the most significant obstacles facing First Nations 

in their quest for self-determination. Under the Indian Act, the elected leadership of a First 

Nation is accountable to the federal government rather than its community members, despite 

research indicating community engagement is critical to building strong governance. The Indian 

Act also ensures First Nations are legislatively dependent on the federal government, and as 

such, are provided limited funding which consequently inhibits capacity building to support 

community decision-making processes. There is therefore a need for research like my own, 
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which examines the role of communications in strategically coordinating community 

engagement for the purpose of strengthening governance and empowering community members, 

despite the challenges related to funding and capacity to support decision-making processes. 

Moving Toward Self-Determination 

Many First Nations in Canada are working toward self-determination in an effort to get 

out from under the Indian Act, and as such, Indigenous self-determination is well documented in 

the literature. This section presents examples of the extant literature arguing for the importance 

of self-determination for First Nations, including the calls for Indigenous decision-making in the 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and self-

determination being seen as a fundamental right for Indigenous people. Another aspect of self-

determination that has been studied and is salient to this project is the connection between 

community engagement and self-determination and the importance of community empowerment 

in advancing community goals.  

The importance of autonomous decision-making in achieving community goals is well 

documented in the literature, however studies have also pointed to other challenges First Nations 

face in working toward self-determination and autonomous decision-making. In their recent 

study on the framing of Indigenous bioenergy partnerships, Zurba and Bullock (2018) found that, 

while 15 of the 46 declarations in UNDRIP “relate to the rights of Indigenous Peoples to 

participate in decision-making processes that affect their livelihoods” (p. 2), these processes can 

be negatively impacted if they aren’t designed to suit First Nations people (p. 10). The authors 

found that since community intentions and meanings can be interpreted differently by people 

external to the community, greater consideration should be given to the perspectives of 

community members to help shape decisions that affect them (p. 13). In addition, Reinders 
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(2019) published an article on a rights-based approach to Indigenous sovereignty in which she 

argued that “through self-determination, Indigenous groups hope to focus on rebuilding 

traditional systems of governance to increase citizen participation and foster effective nation 

building” (p. 4). While her study focused on the various lenses self-determination is viewed from 

and argued for understanding it from a rights-based perspective, Reinders argued that any 

framework for recognition of Indigenous autonomy “must be created by and implemented by 

Indigenous communities for Indigenous communities” (p. 9). Put another way, Indigenous self-

determination must be driven by Indigenous communities to truly achieve goals of autonomy. 

Further to this point, in a paper seeking to understand consultation and engagement of 

Indigenous people in resource development, Boyd and Lorefice (2018) examined the various 

perspectives brought to Indigenous consultation and engagement by government, industry 

proponents, and First Nations. The authors found that while governments and industry view 

consultation and engagement as a legal or economic activity, First Nations view consultation as 

inherently tied to autonomy (p. 583). While there is consensus in the literature on the importance 

of self-determination and autonomous community decision-making processes for First Nations to 

achieve their community goals, the need to empower individual citizens to participate in the 

process is also understood as critical to self-determination, which I examine next to better 

understand the role of communication in self-determination and community empowerment.  

With respect to nation building, the importance of empowering community members to 

participation in community decision-making processes is recognized in existing literature. For 

example, in her study on decolonizing democracy, Rice (2016) examined governance 

innovations and the importance of community decision-making, and argued that to promote the 

growth of governance that is centred on the community, governments need to be willing to work 
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in partnership with the community throughout the process (p. 224). In her study, Rice cited other 

research that indicates many citizens become disengaged when they don't have a voice in 

decision-making processes and this issue can be particularly rampant in Indigenous communities 

with strong histories in community decision-making (p. 225). Rice argued that consensus-based 

decision-making is important to decolonizing democracy (p. 233), therefore engaging citizens in 

decision-making processes is important to self-determination. Further to this point on citizen 

engagement, Robitaille, Shahi, Smith, and Luckai (2017) undertook research to understand how 

meaningful Indigenous participation could be achieved through the identification of a common 

set of factors that are necessary for successful participation (p. 45). The authors found five broad 

elements to success, including building respectful relationships and undertaking broad 

community engagement (p. 47), arguing, “Forums need to be created where participants feel 

comfortable sharing and discussing their knowledge and experiences in ways that are meaningful 

and relevant to them,” which in turn will build trust and foster more effective group decision-

making and truly transformational and equitable change (p. 49). While these studies discuss the 

connection between community participation and self-determination and communication can be 

implicitly understood as central to community decision-making processes, the authors do not 

discuss the function of communication specifically, which is the focus of my study.  

As many First Nations in Canada move toward self-determination given current national 

and international political contexts, there is a general recognition for Indigenous autonomy in the 

literature, as well as a need for citizen participation in community decision-making processes. 

Extant literature examines the importance of self-determination and autonomous decision-

making in advancing Indigenous interests, as well as the connection between community 

engagement and self-determination and the importance of community empowerment in 
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advancing community goals. However, given the funding and capacity issues First Nations face a 

result of the Indian Act, developing autonomous decision-making processes can be challenging 

for many First Nations, thus my research seeks to understand the role of communications in 

nation building in the context of the current realities First Nations in Canada face. Next, I 

examine existing literature that discusses the role of communications in self-determination and 

community empowerment. 

Communications to Support Self-Determination and Community Empowerment 

While self-determination and the empowerment of community members is understood as 

important to improving outcomes for First Nations, another critical aspect of Indigenous nation 

building is the considerations given to communicating with community members effectively. 

Often in existing literature, the need for communication is inherently understood as an essential 

component to strong governance and enhanced community decision-making. Generally, 

communication is seen to support self-determination through empowering citizens to participate 

in community decision-making by removing the barriers to participation to actively engage 

members in true community-driven processes. However, while much of the literature also 

discusses the need for sustained capacity and funding, existing research does not expressly 

discuss the skills and expertise needed nor the value in a formalized communications function to 

meet these needs. Next, I examine existing literature on the link between communication and 

self-determination to better understand perspectives about the role of communications in 

advancing community goals. 

As historically oral cultures, keen attention to communication has remained an important 

component of First Nation communities. While traditional consensus-based governance has been 

impeded by the Indian Act and other negative effects of colonialism, current Indigenous 
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literature speaks to the critical nature of communication in achieving community goals. In her 

work documenting her First Nation’s journey back to self-determination through the BC treaty 

process, Wesley (2019) discussed the need for communication with community members, and 

stated, “The community engagement and communication process was time consuming and 

costly, but it was a critical first step in building trust and unity within our nation” (p. 118). She 

further argued her First Nation’s elected leadership learned a valuable lesson in that if they 

wanted to rebuild their community, informed citizens who were able to provide regular input in 

the process were critical to the achievement of that goal (p. 118). Further, the Centre for First 

Nation Governance (2017) developed a report after gathering together 40 First Nation leaders 

and administrators, and academics and other professionals to discuss ideas around how First 

Nations can move beyond the Indian Act toward self-determining governance. The report 

highlighted that, while community engagement is important to nation building, much of the 

community engagement that takes place within First Nations is connected to resource 

development and is often undertaken in partnership with governments and Industry proponents, 

who along with consultants, provide the resources and capacity to engage communities in 

decision-making as First Nations typically lack those within their administrations. However, as 

discussed earlier, it is critical to Indigenous self-determination that First Nations have the 

autonomy in their decision-making processes to truly empower their community members and 

achieve their community goals. Some existing literature also discusses the issues related to 

capacity and resources within First Nations that create challenges in empowering community 

members to advance self-determination efforts, which is salient to this study. 

Existing literature on Indigenous community decision-making processes discusses many 

common barriers to citizen participation in these processes and highlights the need for enhanced 
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capacity and resourcing to overcome these barriers effectively. In his examination of the 

community decision-making process of a BC First Nation, Barabash (2020) argued that, while 

barriers exist to citizen participation in community decision-making processes, citizens needed to 

be informed during the process to build unity, empowerment, healthy relationships, a shared 

vision and a sense of community (p. 8). However, Barabash also asserted that consideration 

needed to be given to the capacity of First Nations to access and develop the skillsets required 

for improving communications and community engagement (p. 34). In addition, in their work on 

the challenges and opportunities to meaningful Indigenous engagement in water and wastewater 

management, Black and McBean (2017) interviewed participants who discussed the barriers to 

citizen participation, which included social issues, capacity, lack of formal protocols and 

procedures, inadequate resources, and a lack of respect or recognition of Indigenous rights (pp. 

718-720). Participants in their study discussed the fact that capacity development was “critical in 

the process of increasing decision-making power within communities, and progressing towards 

self-determination (p. 719). This insight aligns with LaFever’s (2008) earlier research on 

communication in public decision-making and the challenges that come with engaging First 

Nations community members, with particular focus on communications related to the treaty 

process for First Nations in BC. She argued that communications structures for First Nations 

need to centre around full involvement of the community and that communication within the 

community is critical to overcoming the legacy of colonialism (p. 166). LaFever highlighted the 

need to create a communications structure that is sensitive to both the issues and community 

members that will ensure community dialogue continues beyond any particular decision that 

needs to be made in a community (p. 174). Similarly, Stanley (2015) argued that, while federal 

transfers limit a First Nation’s decision-making with respect to developing strong governance 
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and administration, the own-source revenues generated through a First Nation’s economic 

development activity create greater autonomy to make decisions regarding revenue expenditures 

that allow them to invest in the community's areas of priority (p. 9). There is therefore a need for 

research that examines the elements of successful community decision-making processes to 

better understand the role of communications in self-determination and community 

empowerment for consideration by First Nations with respect to investment in a formalized 

function. 

Communications is either implicitly or explicitly understood as important to self-

determination and the empowerment of community members in the literature. While a pervasive 

theme in the literature is that communication is seen as integral to community decision-making 

processes to advance community goals and achieve empowerment of community members, there 

is also a recognized need to build capacity to support communications processes to ensure 

barriers to participation are removed. However, existing research is silent on the skills and 

expertise in communications required to ensure successful outcomes, as well as the value in a 

formal communications function to support this success, which is the focus of my study.  

Summary 

In reviewing existing literature relevant to First Nation community decision-making 

processes, I found that, while there has been a lack of research on the role of communications in 

self-determination and community empowerment, existing studies have examined aspects of 

governance, self-determination, and community decision-making that implicitly or explicitly 

reference communication that I used to discuss the need for research that connects 

communications to self-determination and community empowerment, and that highlights the 

benefits of improved capacity. Through this literature review, I identified issues with governance 
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under the Indian Act that prevent self-determination. I also discussed the connection between 

community engagement and self-determination, and the importance of empowered community 

members participating in community decision-making processes. I finished this literature review 

by examining research that discusses communications to advance community goals and the need 

for enhanced capacity and resources to communicate effectively. Next, I will discuss the research 

methods I employed to understand the role of communication in Indigenous self-determination 

and community empowerment. 
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Chapter Three: Methods 

The intent of this study is to better understand the role of communications in Indigenous 

self-determination and community empowerment through revealing the barriers First Nations 

face in achieving their goals through community decision-making processes. In this chapter, I 

discuss my research design, my data and data collection methods, as well as how I undertook 

data analysis and ethical considerations for this study.  

Research Design 

This study has been designed to better understand the role of communications in 

Indigenous self-determination and community empowerment. This research is situated within the 

critical paradigm, as one of the objectives of this study is to argue that communications can serve 

as an emancipation and empowerment tool for First Nations. As there is a lack of research on the 

role of communications in Indigenous self-determination and community empowerment, this 

study privileges the voices of Indigenous communities and people through the use of situational 

analysis, a qualitative methodology. This study is further underpinned by a decolonizing agenda 

through the identification of effective strategies to improve community decision-making 

processes to advance First Nations’ goals of autonomous decision-making and nation-building. 

As the goal of critical research is to address issues of inequality and oppression to facilitate 

positive change in the lives of participants (Creswell, 2003, p. 10), it meshes well with the 

purpose of this study.  

Interviews and online discourse materials produced by organizations and groups working 

in community decision-making processes for First Nations served as the data sources for this 

project. Recordings and transcripts of interviews were collected in the initial phase of this study. 

I sought participants through the development of a survey that I sent to the Chiefs of First 

Nations in BC that I could find email addresses for listed online. I used theoretical sampling to 
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choose three participant communities who had achieved a positive outcome to a community 

decision-making process to understand how they navigated the process toward achieving that 

outcome. Additional data was sought in later stages of analysis through reviewing the websites 

and other online discourses produced by organizations and groups working in First Nation 

community decision-making processes. Data collected in this study was used to develop the three 

maps that serve as the analytic tools in SA. 

I will now discuss each of the elements of this research design in turn, beginning with the 

ways in which the critical paradigm shapes the design of this study, followed by a discussion of 

the methodology, methods of data collection, and methods of analysis that supported my 

emancipatory, decolonizing epistemological stance. 

Paradigm 

The study was conducted within the critical paradigm as its purpose is to empower First 

Nation communities to achieve community goals and transcend the constraints of colonialism 

through the development of formal communications capacity and resources. As such, it was 

designed to align with Creswell’s (2003) observation that critical research should seek to address 

issues such as empowerment, inequality, and oppression and advance an agenda for change to 

improve the lives of participants (p. 10). To understand the situation of inquiry in this study, I 

using data collected from open-ended interviews and the narrative discourses produced by First 

Nations and Indigenous groups about communications on their websites. Creswell (2003) speaks 

to the usefulness of qualitative research when a topic is new or not yet studied, as open-ended 

data can prove to be advantageous when seeking to better understand an issue (p. 22). As there is 

currently a lack of research on how First Nation governments communicate with citizens during 

decisions-making processes, interviews were conducted with representatives from a First 
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Nation’s elected leadership, as well as the First Nation’s communication staff member where 

possible, to better understand the role of communications in First Nation community decision-

making from an Indigenous point-of-view. Throughout this study, I privileged Indigenous voices 

as I sought to understanding the role of communications in self-determination in pursuit of 

developing Indigenous knowledge on Indigenous issues from Indigenous perspectives. 

Overall, the intent of this study is to advance Indigenous knowledge through a decolonial 

agenda. According to Bainbridge, McCalman, Redman-MacLaren, and Whiteside (2019), 

"Indigenous methodologies align with aspirations of empowerment and self-determination, have 

a liberatory agenda, and incorporate sustainable benefit" (para. 2). The authors argue that 

decolonizing research centres Indigenous concerns and worldviews and seeks to know and 

understand theory and research from Indigenous perspectives for Indigenous purposes to 

advocate building a common knowledge base that is relevant, practical and visionary (para. 3). 

As this study is designed to determine the connection between communications and self-

determination for BC First Nations, research findings are articulated from an Indigenous 

perspective, privileging the worldviews and perceptions of First Nations people (LaFever, 2008, 

p. 164) with the purpose of producing knowledge that is relevant, practical and visionary.  

Methodology 

Given the purpose and objectives of this research, I have chosen Situational Analysis 

(SA) as the qualitative methodology for this study. Situational Analysis (SA) is criticalist, 

qualitative “theory/methods package” designed by Adele Clarke as an extension of Grounded 

Theory (Clarke et al., 2017). An SA study is unique in generating three kinds of maps 

(situational, social worlds and arenas, and positional) that allow the researcher to examine the 

relationships between the various elements within the situation of inquiry, the collective actors 
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operating in the situation, and the positions they take (or are situated within) in relation to the 

discourses constitutive of the situation (p. 104). Unlike GT, the mapping technique allows the 

researcher to transcend GT’s post-positivist epistemology, exercise personal reflexivity in their 

research, acknowledge both sameness and difference among situations and their human actors, 

and take fully into account the existence and impact of power relations at play in the site of 

inquiry (Clarke et al, 2019, p. 12).  

In the same way that GT derives theories from the social worlds it studies, SA has been 

chosen for this study as it meshes well with Indigenous perspectives in that theories are 

generated from data collected rather than data being fitted into preconceived theories and ideas. 

Bainbridge et al. (2019) argue that few theorists have used grounded theory as a decolonizing 

tool although its commitment to social justice indicate it can be used purposefully as such (para. 

1). They further argue that a failing of extant research approaches is to divorce the situation 

under study from its broader socio-economic, cultural, and political environments but the use of 

grounded theory analytical tools can serve to connect these areas to further explain the situation 

of study. Moreover, Clarke et al. (2017) argue that SA, as an extension of GT, is a potent method 

for decolonizing research in that analysis is done on the broader situation of inquiry, including 

the conditions of the situation themselves (p. 358). It is, therefore, aligned with Indigenous 

worldviews in that it allows for a holistic examination of the situation of inquiry, with an 

inherent understanding of the interconnectedness of human and non-human elements found in 

the situation, which includes analyzing power dynamics among the various elements that 

constitute the situation under study (p. 358), such as the Indian Act’s impact of erasure of 

Indigenous ways of knowing and being, and the experiences, assumptions, and forms of 

communication that remain hidden below the surface of colonial governance structures.  
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As the situation of inquiry in this study—First Nations community decision-making 

communications—has not yet been researched, employing a method that allows for a more 

complete examination of the broader situation provided an opportunity to undertake a thorough 

analysis of its various constitutive elements. In a GT study, data is gathered through in-depth 

interviews, ethnographic observations and field notes, in which the researcher codes to create 

conceptual categories that may form substantive theory (p. 5). However, Clarke et al. (2017) 

argue that SA can go farther, in that the goal of situational analysis is to develop “sensitizing 

concepts,” analytics, and theorizing as opposed to the development of substantive or formal 

theory (p. 54). As indicated in Clarke et al. (2017), the goal of SA is to generate “sensitizing 

concepts and theoretical integration toward provocative yet provisional analytics and grounded 

theorizing as an ongoing process, rather than the development of substantive and formal 

theories” (p. 15). Where there is little by way of scholarly research on a topic, SA can be very 

helpful in sketching out a conceptual framework that is adequate to understanding a situation 

from a perspective that engages Indigenous perspectives and colonial discourses that impede 

Indigenous ways of communicating, opening a greater potential for decolonial transformation. 

The generation of “directions to look” is further aligned with a decolonial approach in that First 

Nations will be empowered to look in directions to improve community decision-making 

processes, yet decide what that ultimately means to their community’s unique needs, thus 

supporting goals of emancipation and self-determination. The usefulness of SA in decolonizing 

studying the role of communications in self-determination is rooted in its GT underpinnings, 

which I will now discuss in detail, beginning with some differentiation between GT and the SA 

approach taken here. 
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There are important ontological and epistemological distinctions to be made between SA 

and GT research methodologies. Clarke et al. (2017) located SA “within the Straussian tradition 

of GT highlighting the strengths of the Straussian GT in coming to grips with the interpretive 

turn in qualitative inquiry” (p. 23). The authors also argue the most innovative part of SA is to 

"bring the social - the full situation of inquiry - further around the interpretive turn and ground it 

in new analytic approaches” (p. 13) that are an expansion of the "basic social process" concept 

that underpins traditional GT (p. xxiv), which allows for an intricate and nuanced understanding 

of the multifaceted situation of First Nation community decision-making that has not yet been 

studied. In contrast to Straussian GT, an SA study is typically more focused on surfacing hidden 

power relations and submerged cultural assumptions and knowledges that are always and already 

entailed in the social construction of a situational reality, and understanding this broader set of 

elements and their relations through mapping the data is the primary goal of SA (p. xxv). 

Analyzing the relationships among elements (for example, in this case, Chief and Council and 

community members, trust and community meetings, or community geography and 

disenfranchisement), including taking non-human elements into account (such as apathy and 

colonialism), is important to understanding the full situation of First Nation community decision-

making in order to produce useful Indigenous knowledge about how communications supports 

Indigenous self-determination and community empowerment.  

An Iterative Approach to Data Collection and Analysis. SA offers three fresh paths 

into data, through the creation of visual maps that should be considered "analytic exercises" to 

provoke a researcher to analyze at a deeper level (Clarke et al., 2005, p. 83). These three maps, 

along with narrative memos about them, generate the relational ecology of the situation for 

fulsome analysis of the situation under study (p. 104). Maps are generated by collecting data in 
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the situation including interviews and by discernment of discourses generated by the social 

worlds (e.g., groups and organizations with shared commitments) and arenas (e.g., the common 

space the social worlds operate in) as they are identified. The first map is a situational map in 

which all elements in the situation broadly conceived are laid out to enable the researcher to 

analytically attend to the situation as a whole, as well as the individual elements that constitute 

the situation (Clarke et al., 2017, p. 104). These include the human and non-human elements, for 

example, community members, Chief and Council, colonialism, the Indian Act, apathy, and 

Indigenous ways of knowing and being. This map is updated as new data is collected and, later 

in the research process, the researcher examines the nature of the connections between the 

various elements in the situational map through relational mapping (p. 104) and memos are 

generated that detail those connections based on what is found empirically in the data, for 

example the connection between listening and trust, or marginalization and community 

geography. Relational analysis of the situational map does complex work by helping a researcher 

think systematically through the relationships among all the elements found in the situation while 

also capturing the multifaceted and ever-changing nature of those relationships to understand 

which relationships are most important in addressing a research question (p. 144).  

Once the researcher has collected a good portion of data, a map of the social worlds and 

arenas within the situation can be created that provides an “ecological cartography” of the major 

collective commitments, connections, and sites of action found in the situation (p. 104). An 

analysis of social worlds and arenas allows a researcher to understand the collective structures 

and action within the situation and is useful to this study in developing an understanding of the 

groups and organizations that are involved in broader situation of inquiry (p. 150). The third and 

final map a researcher generates in a SA project is a positional map in which the positions taken 
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and not taken in the discourses produced by the social worlds about the issues in the situation are 

plotted to illuminate the full spectrum of positions articulated or not in the data (p. 104). 

Positional mapping is useful to understanding the various positions taken by social worlds 

located within the situation as well as in understanding positions not taken, or “sites of silence”, 

as in order to break those sites of silence, they need to be located and explored (p. 173). 

Understanding “sites of silence” with respect to community decision-making in First Nations is 

particularly important as this study has a decolonial agenda and thus seeks to know and 

understand this issue from an Indigenous perspective in pursuit of building Indigenous 

knowledge that is relevant, practical and visionary (Bainbridge et al., 2019, para. 3). 

Compared to GT, SA is a relatively new data analysis method, and as such there have not 

yet been studies using SA in my topic area. However, there have been studies using GT to look 

at aspects of First Nation people or culture that have produced theory about the aspects examined 

in those studies (Cherubini et al., 2010; Dylan et al., 2014; LaFever, 2008). Just as SA extends 

GT, its use can contribute to the positive outcomes emerging from GT research for Indigenous 

people’s needs., particularly as SA can account for discursive disempowerment, discursively 

imposed “sites of silence,” and account for the shared challenges and opportunities (but also the 

heterogeneity) of the communications situation in each of my participants’ communities.  

Summary. To review, as the goal of this research is to understand the role of 

communication in advancing Indigenous self-determination and community empowerment, this 

research was designed within the critical paradigm employing qualitative methods to advance a 

decolonial agenda. As an extension of GT, SA was used to understand the situation of First 

Nation community decision-making through the use of three analytic tools designed to provide 

me with a fulsome understanding of the relational ecology of the broader situation of First 
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Nation community decision-making. This research design was best suited to creating Indigenous 

knowledge about the connection between communication, and self-determination and 

community empowerment, and identifying effective strategies to improve communication to 

advance community goals because it examines the full situation of inquiry from an Indigenous 

perspective, including any “sites of silence” to encourage further exploration and discussion.  

Data Collection 

Data collected as part of this research included interviews and online discourse materials 

produced by organizations and groups working in community decision-making processes for 

First Nations. Interview recordings and transcripts formed the basis of data collection in the 

initial stages of the research process. To find participants for this study, I developed a survey 

(Appendix 1) that I launched to all First Nation Chiefs who had publicly listed email addresses to 

request participation in this project. Using theoretical sampling, I interviewed participants from 

three communities who had successfully navigated a community decision-making to understand 

the process they undertook to achieve a positive outcome. As I moved into later stages of 

analysis, I sought additional data through an examination of the websites and other online 

discourses produced by organizations and groups working in First Nation community decision-

making processes. As the aim of this project is to create Indigenous knowledge in support of 

Indigenous self-determination, I purposefully privileged Indigenous voices and perspectives in 

the collection of data. 

To ensure this study included a sample sufficient to address the goals of this research, I 

employed various sampling methods to generate a prospective sample size large enough to draw 

from to explore variations within the data. 

Recruitment Survey 
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To begin the project, following conventional GT methodology, I drew from multiple 

sampling methods in my data collection (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007, p. 235). I started by referring 

to the list of First Nations in BC, which is publicly available at the Indigenous and Northern 

Affairs Canada (INAC) website, to gather the band names, mailing addresses, websites, and 

contact information for the elected chief of each of the 203 First Nations registered in this 

province. As the data on the INAC website was incomplete, I undertook web searches to locate 

email addresses for all but 18 chiefs where no email address could be found. As a recruitment 

technique, I developed a survey to send to these First Nations asking basic questions about the 

First Nation’s communications capacity and resources and whether the community had engaged 

their members in a community decision-making process in the past five years where community 

members were asked to vote on an issue, and if so, if were they interested in participating in my 

study. Marsh, Schroeder, Dearden, Sternin and Sternin (2004) argued that “Identifying 

individuals with better outcomes than their peers (positive deviance) and enabling communities 

to adopt the behaviours that explain the improved outcome are powerful methods for producing 

change” (p. 1177). As such, I purposefully sought communities that had experienced positive 

outcomes with respect to the community decision-making process to request their participation in 

the study. The survey remained open for three weeks and after that time, I began reviewing 

responses to assess communities to request participation in the interview portion of this study.  

Through the survey, I collected 22 responses, with 19 chiefs indicating a willingness to 

participate in the interview portion of my study. I then compiled a list of the 19 potential 

participants with notes on the size and geographic location of each community and used 

purposeful sampling to identify communities for participation. One rather radical element of SA 

is that researchers are directed to “use their own experiences of the phenomenon under study and 
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of doing the research as one among many data sources for making the maps found within the 

method (p. 107). As such, I drew from my own experiences as a communications professional 

who has worked in many First Nations in BC to assess the responses and select the first potential 

participant community, eliminating any communities I had previously worked with from 

consideration to ensure a degree of objectivity in the selection process. In their 2008 study of the 

perceptions of new Indigenous teachers during their induction into the profession, Cherubini et al 

used purposive sampling to interview six participants (p. 545). With that in mind, my study 

aimed for three participating communities with the idea that I would pursue my second and third 

participant communities through theoretical sampling that would ideally allow for a range in 

population size, geographic location, communication capacity, and level of economic 

development but would ultimately be dependent on communities I thought would include the 

“broadest range of variation within salient data sources to pursue particular aspects of 

situatedness, differences and variations” (Clarke et al., 2017, p. 15). I sought two representatives 

from each community, and to include one person from the elected members of chief and council, 

and one communications staff member or other staff member serving in a communications 

capacity, for a total of six participants to analyze any differences in silences or articulation (p. 

236) in their perspectives and recollections from the community decision-making process their 

First Nation undertook. I used the results of the survey to identify three participant communities 

to include in the interview portion of my research. 

Interviews 

Interviews were structured as long-form, open-ended questions to allow for participants 

to provide rich descriptions of their lived experiences with respect to the First Nation’s 

community decision-making process examined in this study. I identified a remote First Nation 
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with a relatively small population of less than 250 people as a potential first participant 

community thinking this would be a good starting point as I could learn about engaging a small 

population before pursuing theoretical directions based on the analysis of data collected from the 

initial community. I conducted intensive interviews with representatives from participating First 

Nation communities with recordings, transcripts, and memos from those interviews serving as 

the data. Interviews were open-ended, engaging interviewees in directed conversations using an 

interview guide (Appendix 2) with general questions about decision-making communications in 

the community and specific questions about the participant’s experience with follow up 

questions being developed based on participants’ responses (Charmaz & Liska Belgrave, 2012, 

p. 348). The format of each interview included initial open-ended questions, intermediate 

questions and ending questions, with each session lasting approximately one hour. Interviews 

were conducted by telephone as the communities the participants resided in were geographical 

dispersed and I was unable to travel to meet them in person (De Fatima Oliveira, 2013, p. 260).  

Questions focused on communications capacity and resources in the community, 

communications challenges, and leadership attitudes toward communications. I asked how the 

First Nation navigated their community decision-making process, what worked well during that 

process, what challenges they encountered and how they sought to overcome them, as well as 

their thoughts on how First Nations build communication capacity within the constraints of their 

federal funding. I used a digital recorder to record each interview and transcribed each interview 

myself, protecting both the recorded files and transcriptions by keeping them in my home office. 

After each analytical session, from the interviews themselves, to transcribing them, relistening to 

the interviews, and reviewing the transcripts, I developed an accompanying memo to deepen my 

understanding of the issue and document fresh theoretical insights to pursue (p. 107). While I 
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followed the same interview process for each community, I chose additional participant 

communities based on theoretical directions I wanted to pursue based on the data in hand. In the 

next section, I describe the participant communities, generally, as I have removed any personally 

identifiably information from these descriptions to protect the anonymity of participants.  

Iterative Theoretical Sampling 

This study includes interview data collected from four participants in three First Nations. 

For the first participant community, I was able to conduct an interview with both a representative 

of elected leadership, as well as the person who oversaw communications at the time the 

community went through its community decision-making process. After the interviews with 

Community 1, I used theoretical sampling to select a second participant community based on my 

analysis of the data collected from the first community and added interview questions for 

remaining participants to develop data sources that would best address the aspects of my analysis 

I found most interesting (Clarke et al., 2017, p. 5). Community 2 had a member base of 

approximately 700 people and was close to an urban centre, meaning while roughly less than half 

its citizens lived on-reserve, many members also lived fairly close by in the urban centre. 

Unfortunately, the communications staff member was no longer with the First Nation, so I was 

only able to interview a member of their elected leadership. Based on my analysis of the data 

from that interview, I sought a third participant community to achieve saturation in which no 

new issues were emerging from the data I had collected at that point (p. 144). Community 3 had 

approximately 1,400 members with the majority living on reserve. Again, while I conducted an 

interview with a member of chief and council, I was unable to conduct an interview with the 

person who oversaw communications at the time of the community decision-making process that 

was the focus of our interview as the person had moved on from their employment with the First 
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Nation. The fact that two of the communities that participated in this project had their 

communications staff members vacate their positions speaks to the broader issues noted with 

developing communications capacity in First Nation communities and is an important point that 

will be discussed in detail later in this paper.  

While data collected from interviews served as rich descriptions of the lived experiences 

of Indigenous people as they related to community decision-making processes, additional data 

collection methods were needed to better understand the full situation of inquiry in this study. 

Additional Discursive Data  

To undertake a full analysis of the social worlds and arenas in the situation of First 

Nation community decision-making, additional data sources were also included in this study. As 

I moved through the analytical process of mapping, I needed to collect additional data to achieve 

theoretical saturation, and to that end, I undertook web searches to better understand all the 

elements in the situation of community decision-making within First Nation communities. 

Through web searches, I collected extant discourse related to communications and community 

engagement from websites of First Nations and other organizations involved in engaging First 

Nation communities on decision-making issues and included that data in the analytical process of 

mapping and memoing. One tenet of GT, and thus by extension SA, is the simultaneous 

collection and analysis of data (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). As such it was critical for me to 

begin the process of transcribing and analyzing my data as soon as I had collected it, as well as 

memoing each interview or analytical session in which I reviewed interview recordings or 

transcripts, or the data I collected further downstream (Clarke et al., 2017, p. 106). With this, I 

was prepared to begin analyzing the data using the tools of SA. 

Data Analysis 
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As a tenet of SA is the simultaneous collection and analysis of data, I began analyzing 

my data as soon as I collected it. During the first phase of mapping, this included transcribing 

and reviewing interview data and in later stages of mapping through reviewing the results of web 

searches. Prior to undertaking interviews, I developed an initial situational map and reflexive 

memos. I then continued refining the situational map by referring to both a messy and an ordered 

version of the map that allowed me to think systematically about the various elements I 

understood to be in the situation of inquiry. After each interview and analytical session that 

included reviewing transcripts or listening to the interview recording, I would revisit each 

version of the map and use the messy version to analyze the relationships among the elements 

found within the map based on the interview data I collected and generate a companion memo, 

which ultimately led to the identification of three sensitizing concepts for First Nations to 

consider in using communications to support community decision-making processes. I then 

moved onto generating a map of the social worlds and arenas found in the situation based on my 

initial findings from situational mapping and identified one social world missing from the 

situation. I completed data analysis by developing maps of positions taken and not taken by the 

social worlds on issues relevant to the situation of inquiry. Through the analysis provoked by the 

three maps in SA, I was able to better understand the role of communications in advancing 

Indigenous self-determination and community empowerment.  

Situational Map 

According to Clarke et al. (2017), a situational map is the first map generated in a SA 

project as a systematic tool to lay out all the elements of a situation, including any nonhuman 

elements (p. 127). Once the project is underway, the map is redone many times as additional data 

helps the researcher understand elements within the situation (p. 127). Situational mapping 
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helped me understand the elements in the situation from the perspective of participants, as well 

served as a tool for me to articulate my own understanding of the elements from my perspective. 

The authors argue that if a researcher has chosen a topic that is “personally deeply meaningful”, 

the researcher must pay particular attention to their own reflexivity and may consider listing 

themselves as a fully participant observer in the situation under study to address their 

“simultaneous situatedness as both researcher and participant” (p. 105). Given my further 

situatedness as a First Nation citizen, as well as a communications professional that has worked 

with First Nations on community decision-making projects, I included myself in my initial 

situational map, memoing my relationship to other elements in the situation, and later my 

location within the social worlds and arena that constitute the situation (p. 105). I ensured 

reflexivity throughout the project by including myself on the situational map and generating 

reflexive memos to ensure stronger final analysis.  

The initial focus of this study was designed through the creation of an initial “messy” 

situational map of the elements I understood to be in the situation based on my own knowledge 

as both a First Nation citizen, as well as an Indigenous communications professional, having 

worked with First Nations in BC as they navigated community decision-making issues. I 

developed the abstract situational map based on my understanding of the situation by asking 

myself questions about what elements I understood to be in the situation (see Table 1), taking 

into account nonhuman elements, material, symbolic or discursive elements, as well as any 

“taken-for-granted” elements within the situation that had been rendered invisible through deep 

naturalization (pp. 128-129). The messy map seen in Figure 1 went through various iterations as 

I made adjustments to it by adding or removing elements and moving them around. Clarke et al., 

(2017) argue initial situational maps are intentionally messy to allow the researcher to add and 
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rearrange elements as they move through the analytic process (p. 130). As the authors indicate, 

simply staring at the abstract map was analytically provocative and I documented my thoughts 

on each element in the situational map in an accompanying memo (p. 130). Once I was satisfied 

the messy situational map reflected the situation as I understood it, I moved onto developing an 

ordered version of the map. 

 

Figure 1: Messy Situational Map. Various elements found in the situation of First Nation 

community decision-making. 

Using the messy map as data, I developed an ordered version of the map (Table 1) using 

categories Clarke (2017) framed to aid the researcher in thinking systematically about the 

various elements that constitute a situation based on the understanding that the categories are 

those that are found empirically within the situation (e.g., human elements, non-human elements, 
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spatial elements, and temporal elements, etc.) (p. 130). After ordering the elements, I continued 

to revise the abstract map until I was satisfied it captured all the elements I could find in the 

situation based on my own knowledge and understanding. I then saved the map and made several 

copies that I could then use in relational analyses, examining the relationships among elements 

found in the situation (p. 138). As I collected additional data, I revisited each of these versions of 

the map (Figure 1 and Table 1) to make adjustments based on the elements of the situation found 

empirically. Once I was satisfied each version of the map captured all the elements I understood 

to be in the situation, I moved onto mapping the relations among the elements. 

Individual Human Elements/Actors Sociocultural/Symbolic Elements 

Community members 
Juli Holloway 

Indigenous ways of knowing 

Collective Human Elements/Actors Discursive Constructions of Individual 

and/or Collective Human Actors 

Chief and Council 
Community members 
Hereditary leaders 
Families/clans 
Community influencers 
Elders 
Youth 
On reserve members 
Off reserve members 
Tribal councils 
Indigenous organizations 
Political advocacy organizations 
Consultants 
Lawyers 
Other First Nations 

Economic development 
Own source revenue 
Program funding 
Culture of communication 
Systems/process 
Listening 
Training 
Trust 
Authenticity 
Consistency 
Transparency 
Accountability 
Co-creation 
Empowerment 
Fear 
Apathy 

Implicated/Silent Actors/Actants Political/Economic Elements 

Communications capacity 
Communications resources 

Indian Act 
INAC 
Industry 
Transfers 

Nonhuman Elements/Actants Major Issues/Debates (Usually Contested) 
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Internet connectivity 
Technology 
Oppression 
Marginalization 
Disenfranchisement 
Literacy 

Improved communication improves effectiveness 
of administration 
Investment in communications yields stronger 
outcomes 

Temporal Elements Related Discourses 

Colonization Community engagement 
Nation-building 

Spatial Elements 

Community geography 
Community meetings 
Home visits 

Table 1: Ordered Situational Map. Elements of the situation listed in categories. 

Relational Mapping. Mapping the relationships of the elements on a situational map is a 

strength of SA in that the analytic work can be revealing and helpful, provoking new questions 

and insights about the situation and the interconnections between the elements that constitute it 

(Clarke et al., 2017, p. 138). Throughout the interview phase of this study, I took each element 

located on the map in turn and examined the nature of its connection to other elements in the 

map by drawing lines between them and detailing the relationship in a memo (p. 138) based the 

interviewee’s perspective on the situation, as well as to see if there were any emergent themes 

based on the collective perspectives of participants. After I completed my first interview with a 

member of chief and council from Community 1, I revisited the situational map and undertook 

additional relational analysis and then developed a memo outlining additional questions I wanted 

to address in the next interview. I continued to revisit the situational map after an interview or 

subsequent analytical session, which included completing the transcription of the interview, re-

listening to the interview, and reading through the transcript. This inductive, iterative process led 

to a deep and nuanced understanding of the intricacies of the situation and was incredibly useful 

for generating and documenting Indigenous knowledge of community decision-making 
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processes. This included the barriers First Nations face in navigating those processes 

successfully as well as how to meaningfully engage community members to achieve community 

goals, and further allowed for the emergence of sensitizing concepts regarding leveraging 

communication to advance Indigenous self-determination and community empowerment. 

Development of Sensitizing Concepts. Clarke et al. (2017) argue analysis of a situation 

is sufficient when the researcher has achieved saturation and is able to grasp all the variation 

within the categories of data collected (p. 54). Once I had completed all interviews and was 

satisfied that no new data was emerging, I reviewed the recordings and transcripts from each of 

the interviews a final time and reviewed each of the final relational maps I had produced for each 

interview. Based on my extensive review of the data set, I went back to my situational map to 

identify the relationships of various elements found within the situation that were strongest 

across all interviews, as well as consistent sites of silence in which elements I had known to be in 

the situation were not discursively present in the interview data. In this final phase of situational 

mapping, I developed a substantive memo, pulling elements into “sensitizing concepts” which 

Clarke et al. (2017) argue are analytically sufficient for solid SA research, “replacing the pursuit 

of substantive and formal theory advocated in GT” (p. 54). I memoed each of the sensitizing 

concepts, which I discuss in detail in my findings section, and used them to shape my analysis of 

social worlds and arena mapping, which I discuss next. 

Social Worlds and Arenas Map 

With the relational analysis of the situational map completed, I turned to analysis of the 

social worlds and arenas found within the situation which are important in identifying the people 

within the community decision-making space. According to Clarke et al. (2017), social worlds 

are collectives in which participants shared commitments to certain activities as well as resources 
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of many kinds to achieve their goals, while arenas are “constituted of multiple social worlds all 

committed to particular issues and prepared to act in some way in that arena” (p. 148). The 

authors argue that the main goal of analyzing social worlds/arenas is to locate the research in the 

broader situation rather than focusing narrowly on the project (p. 155). The authors further argue 

that there is typically one social worlds/arenas map for a research project that is updated over the 

life of the project, and that as a result, thorough memoing of the map serves as the primary 

analytical work of a social worlds/arenas map (p. 157). I began by undertaking web searches to 

identify groups that included First Nation community engagement and decision-making in their 

online discourses, which included the human elements I knew to be in the situation from my own 

experience but who had not been discursively present in the interview data. Through my 

analysis, I identified several social worlds within the arena of community decision-making in 

First Nation communities and then asked analytic questions of myself about each of the social 

worlds which I sought to answer through additional web searches then detailed in a memo 

outlining my findings of each social world in turn. I then illustrated the overlapping boundaries 

of each of the social words, as well as their adjacency and relative size and power in relation to 

other social worlds based on the data collected for this study. I continued to make adjustments 

until I was satisfied the map represented the social worlds in the arena of First Nation community 

decision-making as empirically in the data. Mapping the social worlds and arenas within the 

context of this project were critical to understanding not only the social worlds actively engaged 

in the arena under study in this project, but also the social worlds not actively engaged in the 

arena. With the social worlds mapped, I then turned to positional mapping, the final analytical 

tool in the SA toolkit. 

Positional Mapping 
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Clarke et al. (2017) argue discrete analysis of the positions taken on issues with the 

situation under study is important to overcome centralizing tendencies, stereotyping, and 

oversimplification inherent in some social science by allowing the researcher to see both the 

positions taken in discourse, as well as any sites of silence (p. 173). With a fully developed social 

worlds and arenas map, I moved to mapping of the major positions taken and not taken with 

respect to communications and self-determination by the social worlds in the arena of First 

Nation community decision-making. Clarke et al. (2017) indicate that positional maps are the 

analytical tools applied to bring out the discursive elements in the situation, elements which are 

found in field work, participant observation, interviews and the collection of documents, 

websites and other materials (p. 165). Here, data included in positional mapping included the 

interviews and transcripts, as well as websites and online discourses produced by First Nations, 

and Indigenous organizations and consultants on issues discussed in the situation of inquiry. 

Clarke et al. (2017) further argue that positions laid out on positional maps focus on issues, 

positions taken and not taken on issues, and the differences in the discourses within the situation 

of study with the goal of representing all articulated positions in their own terms as opposed to 

the terms of the researcher (pp. 165-166). In reviewing the data collected from my interviews as 

well as the discourses related to communications among the social worlds found within my 

situation of study, I found different perspectives on communications within First Nation 

communities that I laid out in two positional maps, which I analyzed and subsequently memoed 

to articulate the range of positions in relation to others. By selecting two related axes at a time, I 

was able to array positions dimensionally in a table format to understand the nuanced differences 

between each of the positions (p. 166) through an iterative and thorough process that allowed me 
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to understand how communication is connected to self-determination and community 

empowerment from an Indigenous perspective.  

Summary 

This research was designed to better understand the role of communications in First 

Nation community decision-making processes. The research relied on qualitative analytical 

methods to advance a decolonial communications agenda by using the three analytic mapping 

tools in Situational Analysis. The data collected from interviews and the websites of First 

Nations, and Indigenous organizations and groups working in community decision-making 

processes was used to generate situational, social worlds/arenas, and positional maps. This 

iterative analytical process allowed me to produce a fulsome understanding of the situation of 

inquiry from an Indigenous perspective, which resulted in me finding three major sensitizing 

concepts that can serve as a conceptual framework for decolonial communications practice—I 

discuss these findings in the next chapter.  

Ethical Considerations 

As this study dealt with human subjects, several ethical concerns were considered and as 

such, this thesis study has received approval from the Royal Roads Ethics Committee. This study 

strictly adhered to the guidelines indicated in the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy 

(2011), including respect for persons, concerns for welfare, justice and ensuring that the benefits 

outweigh the risks. The major ethical concern of my study is the fact that First Nations people 

are its focus, and we have historically been researched in oppressive and marginalizing ways. To 

ensure their experience with this research is empowering, my research, and its focus on the 

experience of First Nations people as the subject matter, reflects the distinct perspectives and 

understandings of First Nations people that is derived from their own cultures and histories 
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(Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1993, p. 1). Before proceeding with interviews, 

participants signed a consent form and before commencing interviews, I confirmed their written 

consent and sought verbal permission to proceed with the interview. To protect the anonymity of 

participants, I have purposefully left out all identifying characteristics of the participants as well 

as their communities from this paper to ensure no participant in this study would be identifiable 

in any way. Further, I was the only person who had access to the data and records related to the 

interviews. Hard copies of data were stored in my locked home office desk and digital copies 

were stored locally on my password protected computer. I shared my findings with participants 

after I had completed analysis to have them verify accuracy. Further, I continue to be open to 

their feedback and ideas, for example, ideas on how to share the findings of this study with other 

First Nations in BC for their benefit.  
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Chapter Four: Findings of the Situational Analysis 

Situational Analysis is a thorough and systematic process for understanding the situation 

of First Nation community decision-making broadly conceived. In this chapter, I present the 

findings taken from the construction of the three kinds of maps used to construct a thorough 

situational analysis—situational, social worlds and arenas, and positional. First, through the 

process of relational analysis of the elements found within the situational map based on data 

collected from participant interviews, which allowed me to see the relationships between various 

elements. After revisiting the situational map many times to analyze the relationships between 

elements, I was able to generate three sensitizing concepts, which together provide First Nations 

‘directions to look’ with respect to improving communication and community decision-making 

processes. Variations of the situational map that highlight relationships among elements that are 

connected to each sensitizing concept are presented in the following section. Then, through 

social worlds and arenas mapping, I identified the various social worlds operating in the arena of 

First Nation community decision-making, as well as a social world missing from the arena of 

community decision-making, which is the social world of communications. The social worlds 

and arenas map are presented in the second section below. Finally, I present findings taken from 

my mapping of the positions taken and not taken by collective actors as produced in their 

discourses about effective community engagement, and communications and its connection to 

self-determination. I will now discuss the findings from situational mapping in detail. 

Mapping the Situation: Developing Sensitizing Concepts 

Sensitizing concepts are created through rigorous analysis of the relationships between 

elements found in the situation. In working through mapping the relationships between elements 

found in the situational map, combined with relentless and extensive memoing, I uncovered three 

sensitizing concepts that facilitated positive outcomes in community decision-making processes. 
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The first sensitizing concept is the importance of trust in increasing community participation. 

The second concept was the value of having the experience and expertise to overcome challenges 

in effectively engaging and informing community members about the topic or issue the 

community was making a decision on, and the third concept was the investment of resources 

elected leadership placed in communication, speaking to the perceived value of communications 

to advance project goals and improve outcomes.  

 

Figure 2: The Situational Map with a focus on trust. This map highlights the elements in the 

situation in relation to trust. 

The Importance of Trust in Increasing Citizen Participation 

Trust and its importance to increasing citizen participation in community decision-

making was an overriding theme discussed by each of the participants in this study. In each 
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interview, participants discussed the ways in which elements highlighted in Figure 2 were 

connected to trust, including the negative implications of lack of trust, how trust is built, and the 

benefits that come with increased trust in the community’s leadership and the community 

decision-making process. Next, I describe the negative implications of lack of trust with respect 

to citizen participation in community decision-making. 

Participants noted lack of trust in the community’s leadership and the community 

decision-making process serve as barriers to advancing community goals. One participant 

commented their community decision-making process was initiated as a result of community 

members’ lack of trust in their leadership. He explained, “They were raising some real concerns 

about whether council could act in the best interest of the community.” Lack of trust was a 

catalyst for the community to develop its constitutional documents, comprised of codes for 

membership, elections and governance for the community. Lack of trust was also implicitly 

understood by participants to be connected to the impacts of colonization, in which community 

members have experienced oppression, marginalization and disenfranchisement which leads to a 

sense of apathy in the community (Figure 2). One participant said, “If you're operating under a 

system of neo colonization, there's apathy, nobody cares.” A participant from another community 

talked about how community members may fear (Figure 2) change and that can affect a 

community decision-making process. He said, “It's that old fear mongering because they don't 

understand it. That’s when I would usually stop to really listen to what their concerns are and try 

to address them.” In this study, lack of trust was identified as a contributor to disengagement or 

active resistance on behalf of community members which leads to failure to advance community 

goals of self-determinization. The importance of listening to members to overcome lack of trust 

was noted by all participants, along with several other strategies which I discuss next.  
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Participants talked about the importance of building or maintaining trust and emphasized 

the need for community members to trust chief and council as well as the process itself for 

community decision-making to be successful. Listening (Figure 2) to community members was 

identified as the greatest way to build trust in leadership and the process, as one participant said, 

“Listening skills are very crucial when it comes to these types of discussions. You have to listen 

to what their fears are and try to address them.” A participant from another community said, 

“During the first four months, my role was to really listen carefully to what people wanted to do 

and then help them figure out the path that we could possibly go to. Listening is critical, listening 

and not imposing.” Listening was one aspect in this study found to be important to enhanced 

trust in elected leaders and community decision-making processes. According to participants, 

another aspect of increased trust is developing a process for community engagement around 

issues in a manner that demonstrates the leadership’s commitment to accountability, 

transparency, and consistency (Figure 2). One participant commented that people’s trust in the 

process grew as they developed new habits of consistent communication, “In the beginning when 

we were starting the process, the meetings were mainly just talking with no set agenda because 

for a very long time there had been no community engagement sessions in the community so the 

previous council never dealt with the community members to talk about things. Then once we 

got into this habit, we scheduled regular meetings and began setting up agendas and recording 

minutes.” Another participant explained how community perceptions changed once the 

community had committed to consistent transparency and accountability, “When we first started 

out people were a little cynical or skeptical. And they found out that they said something, we 

acted upon it. It turned wallflowers into wildflowers.” The participants in this study understood 

the role of communications in community decision-making processes to empower citizens as one 
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of many other benefits of increased trust in leadership and community decision-making 

processes. 

Participants noted there are important benefits that come from enhanced trust in 

community decision-making processes. Increased levels of trust in leadership and decision-

making processes begins to create a culture of communication (Figure 2) in the community and 

while communications professionals are not necessarily needed to increase trust, their skill and 

expertise can help think strategically about how to foster that trust. In further explaining how 

wallflowers became wild flowers, the participant said, “When people start showing up with stuff 

written down on a lined sheet of paper and pen, you know it's going to be good, and they listen 

and learn and when we get to ‘other business’, up comes the lined piece of paper, and they say, 

'I've got something I want to say!' It’s amazing!” Another participant noted each of their 

community meetings end with elected leadership reinforcing that message by thanking people for 

coming, saying “Your concerns and comments today help shape tomorrow.” In each participant 

community in this study, community members were empowered to participate and ensure their 

voices are heard, which built trust and led to increased citizen participation and positive 

outcomes with respect to advancing the community’s goals. Participants understood empowering 

citizens to participate in community decision-making helped in addressing the legacy of 

colonization; however, they also recognized other barriers citizens faced in participation. These 

obstacles include the community’s geography, technology and internet connectivity, as well as 

literacy (Figure 2) issues among community members but these obstacles can be overcome by 

drawing on communications expertise and experience, which I discuss next. 
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Figure 3: The Situational Map with a focus on communications skill. This map highlights the 

elements in the situation in relation to communications expertise and experience. 

The Need for Expertise and Experience in Communications within Communities 

Communication expertise and experience are important considerations in moving projects 

forward with community engagement. In each interview, participants discussed the way in which 

elements highlighted in Figure 3 were connected to skill in communications, including the 

importance of an Indigenous worldview in community decision-making, the skill needed to yield 

positive outcomes for the project using communication, and the importance of First Nations 

building capacity within the community. 

For the participants in this study, exercising communications expertise within an 

Indigenous context means removing the barriers to participation. Community meetings and home 
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visits were seen by participants as important sites for building connection and it was important to 

remove barriers to participation by structuring these meetings in ways that enabled community 

members to participate in the community decision-making process. One participant said, “We 

went house to house on the reserve, and then anybody who wanted a home visit off-reserve, we 

would get their name and go sit down and have a chat with them. It really gave a real personal 

touch and I think that's quite honestly, I think that's what pushed it over getting a positive vote.” 

Another participant discussed the importance of designing community meetings to meet the 

needs of community members so they could fully participate: 

Most of the meetings took place after work, so we would have a dinner to get them out 

and we had somebody there to take care of the kids and had them colouring and doing 

some arts to keep them occupied while the parents listened. And we had continuous 

coffee, tea and food, snacking type foods to keep their energy level up. 

According to participants, communication skill from an Indigenous perspective means designing 

communications in a way that is easily understood by community members who may have 

literacy issues or experience other negative impacts of colonialism (Figure 3). On meeting 

citizens where they’re at, one participant said, “During the first phase of the engagement, the 

meetings were mainly just talking with no set agenda because for a very long time there had been 

no community engagement sessions in the community.” All participants discussed the 

importance of ensuring the language of materials provided to community members was 

understandable. One participant explained, “The language in the actual agreement is legalese and 

it was very hard to understand so we had to really boil down the language because we realized 

not everybody's at that reading level.” Another participant said, “I took a lot of material out of 

books but the books weren't circulated to the members per se. It was the material that was a lot 
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less compressed that was presented to the members.” On building increased levels of 

understanding about the project or topic over time, the participant said: 

One meeting, I would listen, next meeting I would come back with some material with a 

bunch of questions that I wanted to ask members so that I could communicate that to the 

lawyers and they would ask more questions. That's how the process of engagement really 

was working. And then, there were times when the lawyers came in with their final 

products and they did the same kind of thing. Listened, presented, they would ask 

questions and then they went back and finalized more documents and then I think 

towards the end of that first year we started receiving more serious drafts. 

All participants implicitly understood that expertise in communication includes an understanding 

of Indigenous worldviews, the literacy issues, and other negative impacts of colonialism that 

prevent citizens from engaging in community decision-making processes and how to overcome 

those barriers to advance community goals. Along with this benefit, participants also discussed 

how communication experience can yield stronger outcomes in community decision-making 

processes, which I discuss next. 

According to participants, stronger project outcomes are supported by communication 

experience and increased communication expertise could be better leveraged for enhanced 

community participation in decision-making processes. Participants noted the importance of 

developing various strategies to connect with members and meet them where they’re at to 

empower them to engage in the community decision-making process. One participant said, “It 

was mainly the Elders that love the home visits or phone calls and then certain other groups, they 

were just, 'Oh, send me the electronic version so I could read it on my iPad’.” As referenced 

earlier, another participant also talked about how their team would do home visits for on reserve 



Running head: THE MISSING WEFT IN THE BASKET OF NATION-BUILDING 58 

members, as well as home visits for citizens living off the reserve to answer questions and listen 

to their questions and concerns (Figure 3). Participants also discussed the importance of helping 

community members understand the information being presented to them for them to engage 

with and make informed decisions as a community. One participant said, “Our focus was on 

keeping it simple but if somebody did want to go into that deep water in those conversations, we 

were prepared for that too.” Along with discussing how communication skill is important 

advance community goals, participants also underscored the importance of building capacity 

within the community. One participant said, “We had a communication specialist come in and 

train up our group for two weeks and it was the best thing we've ever done. The skill level that 

they developed, learning the material and their presentation skills. So we had our people do it 

and that really helped out because community members were able to say, ‘I know this person, I 

trust them’.” Participants in this study recognized the need for experience in communication to 

help advance community goals, however as communications is not funded by federal transfers, 

capacity and resources for communication in participant communities is predicated on elected 

leadership valuing and investing in communication which I discuss next. 
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Figure 4: The Situational Map with a focus on value and investment in communications. This 

map highlights the elements in the situation in relation to the value and investment First Nations 

place in communications. 

Value and Investment in Communications from a Governance Perspective 

Value and investment in communications on behalf of a First Nation’s elected leadership 

is another important aspect of community decision-making. In each interview in this study, 

participants talked about communication in community decision-making in a way demonstrated 

they implicitly understood the ways that elements highlighted in Figure 4 were connected to 

value and investment in communications, including understanding the role communications 

plays in empowering community members and advancing community goals, investing time or 
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money into community decision-making processes, and the realized and unrealized benefits that 

come from enhanced communications capacity and resources.  

Without core funding for communications or communications expertise in the 

community, it can be difficult for communities to navigate community engagement effectively to 

drive successful project outcomes while maximizing community member participation. 

Participants in this study recognized the value of dedicating resources to communications and 

understood the role of communications to achieve community goals and empower people to 

engage in community decision-making processes, with two of the participant communities using 

own source revenue and the other community using program funding they received from the 

federal government to support their community decision-making process. One participant 

commented, “Communication is critical. You have to find the money or spend your own source 

revenue. Not everyone understands the complex concepts or has the same reading level. You’re 

not just paying for a body, you’re paying for communications because your people are going to 

have to vote on this.” Another participant said, “We identified the need for a communications 

strategy but we knew we had a deficiency so we contacted our lawyer and said we need help in 

the band office and so we explored the opportunity and found an internship program, we figured 

that was a great way to solve our problem so we hired an MBA intern.” Each of the participants 

in this study fully understood the value of communications in advancing their community’s 

priorities and increasing engagement among their citizens; however, participant communities 

invested in their community decision-making processes in different ways.  

Investment levels varied among participant communities but generally, investments were 

made in either time or money. In the community with the lowest population studied as part of 

this project, the First Nation invested own source revenue and significant time over an extended 
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period to achieve a positive outcome in their community decision-making process and they were 

creative in leveraging a government program to hire an intern to assist with moving the project 

forward. The job of the intern was to listen to the concerns being brought forward at community 

meetings and address them at subsequent meetings through engaging in research to seek answers 

to the questions posed by community members. In this instance, Chief and Council understood 

the value of communication, but as a result of budgetary limitations as a result of the Indian Act 

(Figure 4), had to think creatively about how to create capacity for communication, which 

included hiring an intern whose primary responsibility was to listen and respond appropriately. 

The community was not working on a timeline to complete their decision-making process and 

therefore were able to invest the time needed to achieve a positive outcome. In the communities 

studied as part of this research, the First Nations invested funds from their own source revenues 

or leveraged program funding (Figure 4) that was available as part of their community decision-

making processes. In one community, as referenced earlier, an external communications 

specialist was hired to train a team of citizens who led the communications in the community 

decision-making process, while in the third participant community, a communications employee 

led the process with additional program funds used to hire a team from within the community. 

Along with understanding the need for dedicating resources to communications, participants 

discussed communications in ways that demonstrated they implicitly understood the need to 

build that capacity within the community. 

In each of the participating communities, communications was considered essential to 

advancing project outcomes and ultimately self-determination through empowering community 

members to participate in community decision-making processes. When asked about how 

important communications was to the outcomes of their community decision-making process, 
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one participant said, “Game changer important. When we first started out people were a little 

cynical and they found out that they said something, we acted upon. We gave people a forum to 

express themselves and then we listened. How important was communications? Game 

changing.” Another participant said, “If we hadn't done the engagement sessions, if we hadn't 

asked the questions that we wanted to get clarification on, from my perspective, communication 

was the only aspect that led to the [successful outcome of the project]. Another participant said, 

“People need to see themselves in your decisions, right. Or how you're moving things forward or 

else they don't feel that it represents them and they ask, 'How's that working for me? I don't see 

myself in this'.” In discussing what it might mean for First Nations if every First Nation was able 

to build the capacity and resources to develop a communications function, one participant 

commented, “I think it would change everything. It would change accountability, how decisions 

are made, how people are brought into these things, even the way we talk to each other as First 

Nations. It’s critical.” All participants in this study agreed communications played a critical role 

in a successful outcome to their project, but also understood the inherent benefit of 

communications to community empowerment and stronger governance. Communications is an 

important component of community decision-making in First Nations, however, due to the 

capacity and resourcing challenges First Nations face, there are a number of public and private 

organizations who are often external to the community who are involved in decision-making 

processes which I discuss next.  

Summary 

Clarke et al. (2017) argue situational maps are designed to lay out all of the human and 

nonhuman elements in the situation under study and to understand the relationships between 

them (p. xxiv) As I have presented above, through examining the relationships between various 
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elements in my situational map, I identified three sensitizing concepts or ‘directions to look’ for 

First Nations to drive successful community decision-making processes, including the 

importance of trust, the need for communication skill and the importance of leadership value and 

investment in communication.  

 

Figure 5: Human collectives not present in the interview data. This map highlights collective 

actors within the situation not discussed by participants. 

While participants in this study discussed many of the elements in the situational map, I 

noticed many of the collective actors in the situational map were not discursively present in the 

data collected from the interviews. I knew from my own experience as a communications 

practitioner, the collective actors highlighted in Figure 5 are located within the broader situation 

of community decision-making in First Nations. However, beyond peripheral references to 
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lawyers and other levels of government, many of the collective actors listed in Figure 5 were not 

referenced by any of the participants included in this study. I used this list of collective actors to 

move into mapping out the social worlds in the arena of First Nation community decision-

making, which I discuss in detail next. 

Mapping the Social Worlds in the Arena of Community Decision-making 

After examining the relationships between various elements in the situational map, I 

began sketching out the collective actors and memoing their commitments to analyze the various 

social worlds in the arena of First Nation community decision-making to locate the research 

project in the broader situation, starting with the collective actors that were not in the interview 

data but are involved in First Nation community decision-making. Clarke et al. (2017) argue that, 

while the strength of a situational map in SA comes from analysing the relationships between 

elements in the situation, social worlds and arenas mapping is important as it lays out the various 

groups and organizations located in arenas where discourses are generated through ongoing 

negotiations in the situation of inquiry (p. xxiv). Clarke et al. (2017) describe social 

worlds/arenas maps as “ecological cartographies of the major collective commitments, relations, 

and sites of action in the situation” (p. 103). Figure 6 (see below) illustrates the ecological 

cartography of the social worlds in the arena of First Nation community decision-making, in 

which all of the collective actors are portrayed based on their relative sizes and key relations to 

other collective actors (p. 103). There are several social worlds within the arena of community 

decision-making in First Nations, including Indigenous organizations, Indigenous political 

advocacy groups, other governments, industry, lawyers, and consultants. Each of these social 

worlds generate their own discourses related to community decision-making in First Nations. 
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These social worlds and the discourses they produce in the arena of community decision-making 

form the basis of analysis in social worlds and arenas mapping. 

 

Figure 6: Social Worlds/Arenas map. This map highlights the various social worlds that are 

active in the arena of community decision-making. 

The overall focus of this arena of community decision-making is to engage First Nation 

community members in discussions that support self-determination in ways that are aligned with 

Indigenous values and communication protocols. One sub-arena is community engagement and 

consultation. Within this sub arena, there are many social worlds where collective actors are 

present and active, including Indigenous organizations worlds (i.e., provincial or regional 

organizations with mandates to advance Indigenous issues), political advocacy groups worlds 

(e.g., the BC Assembly of First Nations, the First Nations Summit, the Union of BC Indian 
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Chiefs), government worlds (i.e., municipal, provincial and federal ministries and agencies), 

consultancy worlds (e.g., management consultants, communications consultants, lands and 

economic development consultants), Industry worlds (e.g., natural resource extraction 

companies), and Indigenous law worlds (i.e., law firms specializing in Indigenous law, 

Indigenous-led law firms), as well as the community members within First Nations although they 

can be implicated actors as other worlds within the arena may be engaging in work with elected 

leadership without necessarily involving community members. As seen in Figure 6, there is a 

small arena of community planning in First Nations that is adjacent to and overlaps a portion of 

the arena of First Nation community decision-making where collective actors engage in 

community driven decision-making by collectively identifying community goals and 

empowering community members to participate in the process. The arena of community 

decision-making is complex and encompasses many different types of community decisions, 

including those that are driven by industry, those that are driven by government, and those that 

are community driven. 

In examining the social worlds that share collective commitments within the arena of 

community decision-making, I noticed there is no organization wholly situated within the arena 

of community decision-making. Through my analysis, it also became apparent that one social 

world is missing, and that is a social world focused on Indigenous communications—

communications from an Indigenous worldview and one that goes beyond community 

engagement that can be involved in other arenas where they might bring their expertise and 

experience. In other words, I did not see myself or my communications colleagues presented 

here. In seeking to understand each of the collective actors’ commitments within the arena of 

community decision-making, I found that the large majority of First Nations with websites do 
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not list communications as a function of their administration nor could I find many examples of 

First Nations listing a communications staff member in their staff directories. Those that I could 

find that listed communications staff on their website often listed those employees as holding 

two job titles, meaning communications is not their full-time job. And further, the most common 

job title I could find was “communications coordinator,” which is typically an entry level job, as 

opposed to communications officers, managers, or directors, roles that enable the strategic 

management of communications, which is essential to meeting the goals of the community and 

advancing self-determination. I was surprised at the number of consultants in the First Nation 

community engagement arena, particularly so many without formal communications training as 

education and experience in communication were noted as critically important to the process by 

participants in this study. I also found a number of Indigenous consultants whose focus was 

community engagement from the lens of “building bridges” between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous groups, while in comparison, there was a small number of consultants who viewed 

their role as supporting First Nations in nation-building and valued sustainable, deep and 

enduring networks within First Nations. In examining the social worlds within the arena of First 

Nation community decision-making, I also included the discourses produced by the social worlds 

about community decision-making to better understand the similarities and differences in the 

way each of the social worlds framed the situation which I discuss next. 

In examining the discourses produced in the arena of community decision-making, I 

found that governments, Indigenous organizations, industry, and Indigenous law social worlds 

framed community engagement in a way as to not consider what might be necessary in terms of 

communications capacity and resources. Discourses produced by governments and industry 

discuss community engagement as part of the government’s legal duty to consult. For example, 
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one document produced by an industry organization states, “Establishing a solid record of 

consultation can help the Crown meet its duty to consult and can help by ensuring more 

defensible permits, thus decreasing the likelihood of litigation.” I was surprised to see the lack of 

discourse around the value of communications professionals engaging in the arena. For example, 

in a document produced by the provincial government, community engagement is described as a 

process that is “based on interpersonal communication, respect and trust, and a common 

understanding and purpose” while the document makes no reference to the capacity or resources 

needed to enhance communication. While some discourse produced by the social worlds and 

collected as data as part of this study included language about the importance of good 

communications skills and best practices to First Nation governance, what was notably absent 

was discourse about leveraging the support of skilled communications professionals with 

experience and education to advance these projects. For example, in a First Nation’s publicly 

available community engagement policy, the document describes community engagement as 

“never-ending and involves listening to and speaking with community members, which will 

better inform everyone about plans, policies, projects and programs” and notes that a “good 

community engagement policy will result in better decisions that are more sensitive and 

responsive to community member concerns and values.” While the formation of a policy is 

positive with respect to identifying communication as important to community empowerment 

and self-determination, it does not mention communication skill or expertise as important to the 

process. In another First Nation, a newsletter indicates “the band council and management team 

see effective communications as important to achieving development” in the community but 

goes on further to explain that the newsletter is the first step to improving communications and 

describes the work of the newsletter being done by a group of adult students who had 
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volunteered to help. While discourses produced in social worlds within the arena make loose 

connections from governance to communications and speak to the value of communications, it’s 

possible a lack of understanding about communications as a function limits the ability of those 

within the arena to understand how communications as a dedicated, strategic function could 

further support the outcomes so many are trying to achieve.  

Through mapping the social worlds and arenas found within my situation of inquiry, I 

was able to examine and understand the many groups and organizations in the situation and their 

relative size and connection to other social worlds within the arena as well as the discourses they 

produce. I found several social worlds within the arena of community decision-making, but 

notably, I found there to be an absence of a social world of communications practitioners. I also 

found discourses produced by social worlds about community decision-making in First Nations 

to be framed around the concepts of community engagement and the legal duty to consult, but as 

might be expected, with the absence of a social world of communications, I found there was also 

a lack of discourse about the value of communications capacity and resources in supporting 

community decision-making. With social worlds/arenas mapping complete, I turned my attention 

to mapping positions taken on the role of communications to community empowerment and self-

determination by social worlds within the arena of community decision-making. 

Mapping the Positions Taken by Social Worlds 

After completing the analysis of the social worlds and arenas map, I moved into the final 

stage of analytical mapping in SA, which involves the mapping of positions in the discursive 

materials produced by the social worlds within the situation with respect to communications and 

community decision-making. According to Clarke et al. (2017), “positional maps lay out the 

major positions taken, and not taken, in discussions, debates, and extant discourse materials in 
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the situation of inquiry” on “axes of difference, concern, and controversy about important issues” 

(p. xxiv). As one of the goals of this study is to privilege Indigenous voices, I focused my 

analysis of the discourses produced by social worlds to those produced by First Nations, and 

Indigenous organizations and consultants. In analysing how these groups and organizations 

discussed communications and community decision-making, I categorized discourses into four 

themes, including: the importance of empowered community members to nation building; the 

role of communications in self-government; the importance of communication to strong 

governance; and the importance of a formal communications function. I then created positional 

maps using two discourse themes as the axes for each map with the goal of representing all the 

major positions articulated in the data. Next, I describe the first positional map I created using 

the importance of empowered community members to nation-building and the role of 

communications in self-government as axes. 

For the first positional map, I arranged the positions taken on the importance of 

empowered community members on the vertical axis as a continuum where stronger positions 

were placed higher on the axis and positions that were less emphatic were placed lower on the 

axis. As seen in Figure 7, on the horizontal axis I arranged positions taken on the importance of 

communications in self-government and nation building as I did with the vertical axis where 

positions on the left side of the axis represent positions that were ‘less so’ compared to positions 

on the right of the axis that were more strongly taken. Together the axes provide some 

organization to the range of positions taken in the discourses produced by groups and 

organizations in the situation for analysis.  
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Figure 7: Positional Map 1. This map articulates the positions taken with respect to 

communications in self-government and the importance of empowered community members. 

Positions on the map in Figure 7 included (a) communications is one of the most 

important aspects of government, (b) community engagement is important to self-government, 

(c) well-informed citizens build a strong community identity, (d) effective communication has 

the power to change a community as a whole, and (e) empowered community members are 
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critical to self-government. The map in Figure 7 shows the dominant discourses produced by 

First Nations, and Indigenous organizations and consultants within the situation are imbued with 

an understanding that communications is important to self-governance and further that 

empowered community members are important to the efforts of nation building. Further, the map 

in Figure 7 also illustrates the fact that there were no positions taken that state communications is 

not important to self-government and nation building, nor were there positions taken that 

indicated it was not important to have empowered community members within the community. 

Discourses produced by First Nations and Indigenous organizations and consultants demonstrate 

an implicit understanding of the value of communications to advance community goals, yet other 

positions taken by these groups and organizations also indicate there is a “site of silence” on 

explicit expressions of need for a formalized communications function to strengthen First Nation 

governance which I discuss in detail next. 

After analyzing the positions related to the connection between communications, self-

determination, and empowered community members, I developed a second positional map that 

plotted the positions taken by First Nations, and Indigenous organizations and consultants in the 

discourses they produce with respect to the importance of a formalized communications function 

and the importance of communications to strong governance where each axis represents a 

continuum of positions taken from less emphatic to more strongly stated. Positions within the 

map in Figure 8 include (a) proactive communications reduces risk and increases outcomes, (b) 

communication improves effectiveness of administration, (c) improved communication provides 

greater transparency, (d) investment in communications yields stronger outcomes, (e) and a 

formal function increases accountability.  
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Figure 8: Positional Map 2. This map articulates the positions taken with respect to a formalized 

communications function and the importance of communications to strong governance. 

As seen in Figure 8, none of the positions on the map specifically connect 

communications as a function to discourses of community empowerment or nation-building, but 

rather communications is viewed as a means to greater administrative outputs and a measure of 

risk reduction. While there is a clearly articulated understanding of the value of communication, 
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as well as the importance of empowering community members and stronger communities in the 

positions in the map in Figure 7, what is notably absent from the discourse related to 

communications and governance is the value of having a dedicated function to fully support the 

efforts of nation-building and empowering community members. This “site of silence” is 

important to understand and will be discussed in further detail in the Discussion section. 

Positional mapping provides an analytical tool to examine the major discourses produced 

by the collective actors found in the situation of inquiry. Through mapping the positions taken on 

communications and community decision-making by the social worlds in the situation, I found 

the major discourses produced by First Nations, and Indigenous organizations and groups to be 

centred around four themes, including: the importance of empowered community members; the 

role of communications in self-determination; the importance of communication to strong 

governance; and the importance of a formal communication function to strong governance. By 

mapping various positions taken, I found First Nations and Indigenous organizations and 

consultants understood the value of communications to advance community goals, yet I also 

found there was a notable “site of silence” on the need for a formalized communication function 

to strengthen First Nation governance, which I discuss in greater detail in the next chapter.  

Summary 

Through generating the three maps that serve as the analytic tools of SA, I was able to 

examine the relationship among elements in the situation, as well as the social worlds and arenas 

that constitute the situation, and the positions taken by collective actors in the situation with 

respect to communications’ role in advancing community goals. As a result of this work, I was 

able to create a model for First Nations to draw from in order to support community decision-

making processes. See Figure 9 for the elements needed to support a successful community 
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decision-making processes, as well as an illustration of the way those elements are 

interconnected. In the next chapter, I discuss my interpretation of the findings in light of the 

research questions posed in the Introduction and the literatures that have framed those questions. 

 

Figure 9: Indigenous Community Decision-Making model. This model demonstrates elements of 

a successful community decision-making and the interrelationships between the elements as a 

result of the findings of this study. 
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Chapter 4: Discussion 

The findings I produced through my analysis of the situation of community decision-

making processes in First Nation proved to be insightful in building an understanding the role of 

communications in community decision-making. To inquire into the situation, I generated maps 

from data that included interviews with participants from First Nations that had gone through a 

community decision-making process that yielded a positive outcome, websites and online 

documents produced by the organizations and groups found in the situation, and extensive 

memoing.  

In answering the first research question posed, I discuss each of the sensitizing concepts 

discovered through this research in turn and how each concept is reflected in or advances the 

scholarship that formed the conceptual framework for this study. I then turn to the second 

research question, where I speak to the findings from the positional maps to offer a rationale for 

how effective communications benefits community decision-making, and thus the overarching 

purpose of self-determination. Finally, I discuss the value of having mapped the situation, 

including how mapping has allowed me to present a working model of the social worlds and 

arenas that are in need of communications expertise, as well as the various elements that 

constitute them.  

Research Question 1 

What are the factors that contribute to a successful community decision-making process? 

By looking to First Nations that have been successful in their community decision-

making processes, this study produced sensitizing concepts or “directions to look” for when 

considering the degree to which a First Nations community decision-making process will be 

successful. In examining the relationships among elements found in the situational map, I 

uncovered the first sensitizing concept, which is the critical role trust plays in increasing citizen 
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participation in community decision-making. This finding aligns with the research published by 

Hotte et al., (2018) and Abele (2007) and speaks to the ways the Indian Act hinders 

communications and shifts accountability of the elected leadership from community members to 

the federal government as well as how transparent processes for decision-making can serve to 

increase trust. Results from the data collected from participants in this study echo these 

sentiments and speak to how community members want their voices to be heard and underscore 

how it’s the co-creation process that can further fuel trust by moving through a decision-making 

process that members can begin to expect and rely on. I also found listening to community 

members to be important to trust-building. These findings confirm the results of the work of 

Robitaille et al., (2017) which identified building trust as an element of success in achieving 

meaningful Indigenous participation and facilitating transformational and equitable change. In 

Poucette’s (2018) work, she found that change requires member support, which was also 

reflected in my study where I found that trust in decision-making processes can help move the 

community forward, so all community members, including those who live away from home, 

know their voice was heard because they were empowered to participate and can ultimately 

support the outcome even when they don’t agree with the final decision, thus advancing change.  

Another sensitizing concept I uncovered in seeking to understand how to successfully 

design community decision-making processes is the importance of a community’s elected 

leadership valuing and investing in communications. My research confirms positions taken 

within the social worlds in the arena of community decision-making, for as Wesley (2019) 

argued that while the community engagement process was time consuming and costly, her 

community’s elected leadership learned a valuable lesson in that informed citizens were vital to 

the achievement of their goal to building unity within their nation (p. 118). The research 
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produced by Simms (2016) and Sanderson (2014) articulate the challenges related to limited 

funding and insufficient capacity, which were well noted in the findings of my study. However, 

participants in my study clearly understood the value of communication to ensuring strong 

community decision-making processes. These participants found creative ways to resource their 

processes, either through investing significant time in the process, or dedicating their own source 

revenues to create trust in their community decision-making processes through building internal 

capacity for communications which resulted in the advancement of their community priorities 

and increased engagement among their citizens.  

The final sensitizing concept I found to support successful outcomes to community 

decision-making processes is the need for communications experience and expertise. However, 

lack of internal capacity to support community decision-making is a well-documented topic both 

within the findings of this study as well as extant literature. Barabash (2020), Black and McBean 

(2017), and LaFever (2008) all discuss the need to develop capacity internal to First Nations to 

support community engagement while participants in this study echoed those sentiments and 

spoke to the reliance on external communications agencies or management consultants working 

in the Indigenous sector as well as the lawyers who are typically involved as community 

engagement processes as a way to mitigate capacity issues but noted there can be a gap between 

the language used in legal or technical documents and the language understood by members. As 

one of the participants in my study indicated, hiring an external communications consultant to 

train community members not only increased the skills of those individuals, but it also increased 

trust in the decision-making process as the communications team was from the community. 

Finally, my findings support the assertions of the Centre for First Nation Governance (2017) that 

autonomous community decision-making is critical to meeting the goal of self-determination.  
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While some of the extant literature referenced in this section discuss various elements of 

the three sensitizing concepts defined in this study, the model for Indigenous community 

decision-making I developed as a result of uncovering the sensitizing concepts has not yet been 

tested in the literature. Nonetheless, SA proved to be a potent method for this study’s initial 

exploration of the model by serving to identify the three success factors across the three 

participant communities. As a result of my research, I argue communications professionals are 

integral to strategically coordinate decision-making processes so they are implemented 

consistently and transparently resulting in trust already being in place when decisions need to be 

collaboratively made by the community. I further argue if self-determination is the goal, First 

Nations must find innovative ways to develop capacity to create a formal communication 

function to support the achievement of community goals. In the next section, I discuss how my 

SA mapping process produced sufficient latent data to allow this site of silence “to speak about” 

how an adequately funded communications function can be used to ensure effective community 

decision-making for the purpose of self-determination and community empowerment. 

Research Question 2 

My study also asked a second and related research question: In what ways can a 

communications function serve as a community emancipation and empowerment tool in the 

advancement of self-determination and decolonization? As the positional maps indicated, a 

dedicated communications function serves these goals in several ways, including: the importance 

of empowered community members to nation-building; the role of communication in self-

government; the importance of a formalized communications function; and the importance of 

communications to strong governance. Together, the two positional maps show that community 

engagement is generally understood to support self-government and communications is seen to 
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be important in and of itself by First Nations, and by Indigenous organizations and consultants 

on communications and community decision-making. However, my study has revealed how 

communications is not presented in extant discourses as a function of First Nation 

administrations despite its indicated ability to substantively advance nation building. This is a 

critically important site of silence in that the lack of a formal communications function may limit 

the ability of First Nations to understand how such a function could further support the outcomes 

they desire to achieve as a result of lack of understanding or value in strategic communications. 

The findings from positional mapping proved invaluable to understanding the role 

communications plays in community decision-making and along with the findings from the other 

maps form the basis of the theorizing I have undertaken to identify sensitizing concepts to 

provide First Nations with “directions to look” for improving community decision-making 

processes to advance community goals.  

The professional communications function is thus presented here as an indispensable 

social world that is uniquely placed to develop the internal and external relationships that are 

needed to advance the goals of self-determination. By bringing strategic communication 

management competencies to the work of First Nation administration and nation-building, the 

professional communication function is uniquely placed amid a wide range of social worlds and 

arenas, giving communications a leading role in strategically co-creating the decolonial journey 

through timely, transparent, artful, and culturally-appropriate communication knowledge, 

strategy, and tactics. 

Emerging from the Silence: Spatially Representing A Decolonizing, Indigenous 

Communications Function 
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Finally, I would like speak to the value of the SA methodology for allowing me to 

undertake a critical study of the communications situation in First Nations and for how it served 

to produce practical knowledge of the ways in which communications supports the advancement 

of community goals. As Clarke et al. (2017) argue, SA is a flexible theory/methods package that 

seeks to provoke “analytic imagination” where the outcome of situational mapping is “thick 

analysis” of relationalities, complexities, and ecologies in the situation, as opposed to the rigidity 

of formal theory (p. xxv).Through SA, I was able to fully examine the broad situation of 

community decision-making in First Nations to develop an intricate and nuanced understanding 

of the role of communication in community decision-making and how communications work 

contributes to self-determination and the empowerment of community members. Importantly, I 

was able to derive the three sensitizing concepts from the situational map, which provide 

“directions in which to look” for communicators, communities, and leadership seeking to invest 

wisely in strengthening community decision-making, but does not impose a strict theoretical 

framework on researchers or First Nation communities and practitioners. Rather, the concepts are 

sufficiently broad in that First Nations have the flexibility to explore how each sensitizing 

concept could be addressed differently in ways that are aligned with their community’s values, 

protocols and contexts.  

My situational analysis of the various data also allowed me to produce a map of the social 

worlds and arenas related to community decision-making, out of which I was able to identify a 

profoundly important site of silence, that social world of professional communications and its 

competencies that are so important to successful outcomes. I further found that the gap created 

by that absence is filled with professionals with expertise in areas adjacent to but discrete from 

communications. Although my sample size here is small, my SA research has begun those 
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conversations by offering a spatial representation of this critical strategic function that is best 

suited to coordinate, mediate, and manage relationships between and among the individual and 

collective actors represented in social worlds and arenas, and provides a starting place for 

understanding why and how professional competencies are so key to the ongoing journey of 

Indigenous self-determination. 

Finally, through SA, I was able to discover the discourses produced by organizations and 

groups in the arena of community decision-making, as well as the various positions taken and not 

taken by First Nations and Indigenous organizations and groups on issues related to 

communication and self-determination. The positions taken by the participants of my study 

strongly suggest that success in the arena of community decision-making rests on 

acknowledging, appreciating, and investing in the social world of professional communications; 

however, this site of practice has yet to become the focus of systematic research and culturally-

informed professional development. 

The use of SA allowed me to provide empirically grounded evidence of the situatedness 

of communications in First Nations, and led to the identification of “sites of silence” through the 

analysis of data collected from and produced by Indigenous people and groups. As a 

“theory/methods package”, SA is useful not only for its ability to illuminate the human and non-

human elements of a situation, but to analyse the relationalities among them to understand the 

full relational ecology, including differences and similarities as well as power dynamics of 

various elements as found empirically in the data. The findings from this study are valuable to 

the work of investing in communications in First Nations, and in guiding the work of trained 

Indigenous commutations professionals. As a result, I was able to produce findings that are 

relevant, practical and visionary to advance positive change for First Nations, as well as generate 
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Indigenous knowledge based on the perspectives of Indigenous people undertaken by myself as 

an Indigenous researcher. 
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Chapter Five: Conclusions 

Through a thorough review of the literature, as well as an analysis of the data collected in 

this study, I’ve confirmed that communications is an essential component of Indigenous nation-

building. If we are ever to truly rebuild our nations, First Nations must find innovative ways to 

develop capacity to create a formal communications function to support the achievement of 

community goals. Communications was widely recognized in the data collected for this study as 

an essential component of good governance and community empowerment, but remains notably 

absent from many First Nation administrations. In seeking to understand the role of 

communications in self-determination, I found communications was inherently linked to strong 

governance and community engagement. As a result of this research, I argue that a professional 

communications function requires investment on behalf of First Nations, individually and 

collectively, to build the capacity within their communities to support communications, 

including the hiring and training of community members to create a strong communications 

function that can meaningfully support self-determination and community empowerment. While 

it remains the case that the Indian Act presents limitations to governance structures and limited 

federal transfers hinder a First Nation’s ability to achieve its goals of autonomy (Abele, 2007), 

by investing in communications capacity building, trained Indigenous communicators can help 

address issues with citizen participation and enhance nation-building by undertaking community 

decision-making processes from an Indigenous perspective, which would move First Nations 

away from reliance on outside assistance toward self-determination and community 

empowerment.  

Limitations and Exclusions 

For the purposes of this study, I have limited my examination to non-Treaty First Nations 

in BC and as such, future research to study communications in treaty First Nations would be 
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fruitful in testing the robustness of the sensitizing concepts constructed in this study. Further, in 

terms of my capacity to successfully complete this research, this study has purposefully excluded 

the thoughts and opinions of First Nations citizens and hereditary leadership regarding the 

effectiveness of their First Nation’s communications, however, this would be an area for future 

study to further advance knowledge in this area, as I noted in the previous chapter. Finally, in 

terms of generating useful insights that may illuminate best practice ideas that could be 

integrated into the practices of other First Nations, this study purposefully excluded First Nations 

that had experienced negative outcomes as a result of community decision-making, however, this 

would be another area to be examined in future research to better understand the issues from that 

perspective. The maps generated through this study could provide a useful point of comparison 

for these First Nations, allowing them to return to the challenge with more knowledge about the 

elements, social worlds and arenas involved, as well as gauge their community’s understanding 

of the relationship between communications and self-determination. 

A Final Word 

I would like to close on a personal note. When I was younger, growing up in Haida 

Gwaii, I was lucky enough to learn how to weave cedar baskets thanks to my mother. In starting 

a basket, the base is woven together from many cedar warps. Once the base is woven together, 

the cedar warps are bound together by a single weft that strengthens the basket, pulling together 

the warps to build a strong basket for generations to come. While the base remains strongly 

woven together, connected at its core, it’s the work of the weft to bring all the warps together as 

they branch out and try to go their separate ways. Similarly, through this research, I see 

community members as the warps of their nation’s basket, bound together through land, culture, 

traditions and family going in their separate directions as a result of the impacts of colonialism. I 
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further see communications as the missing weft that will strengthen the basket of Indigenous 

self-determination and empowered communities thus serving to rebuild our nations in a truly 

autonomous fashion. 
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 Appendix One: Recruitment Survey 

INTRODUCTION 

My name is Juli Holloway, and I’m Haida on my mother’s side, originating from Skidegate on 

Haida Gwaii from the Gitins, an eagle clan. My great grandparents were Lydia and James 

Wilson. On my father’s side, I’m Kwakwakawa’xw originating from Kingcome Inlet where my 

dad is a hereditary chief and my grandmother is Margaret Taylor, nee Nelson. 

 

I am a student in the Master of Arts in Professional Communication degree in the School of 

Communication and Culture at Royal Roads University in Victoria, BC. My credentials with 

Royal Roads University can be established by telephoning my thesis supervisor Dr. Virginia 

McKendry at [phone number], or emailing her at [email address].  

 

First Nations in Canada face many obstacles to economic success that could create much needed 

growth and positive change for First Nation communities. One obstacle for First Nations in BC is 

that some First Nations may lack the resources and technical knowledge to properly engage their 

members on issues that affect their communities. Ineffective communication can get in the way 

of development and block positive change for the community when citizens vote on issues they 

misunderstand or are misinformed about. 

 

As part of my degree requirements, I am conducting thesis research to look at how First Nations 

in BC communicate with members when members are asked to vote on issues that affect the 

community. In this research study, I am examining the steps First Nations took to engage with 

members before members were asked to vote on an issue. I will be looking at problems 

encountered as First Nations moved through the decision-making process, as well as how those 
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problems were addressed. I will also be looking at what worked well during the process. I am 

seeking a diversity of First Nations to participate as it is important to understand how community 

size, geographic location and communications resources affect a First Nation’s capacity to 

communicate. 

 

The research findings will allow me to examine issues First Nations face with community 

decision-making and communications to provide useful results that will hopefully benefit First 

Nations across the province. The overall purpose of this research is to empower First Nation 

communities to overcome obstacles related to communications and the constraints placed on 

them by the Indian Act. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this survey, please call Juli Holloway, [phone 

number] or email [email address] 

 

For additional questions about the research, you may also contact Dr. Jennifer Walinga, Director, 

School of Communication and Culture at [email address] or [phone number]. The Royal Roads 

University Research Ethics Board can be contacted via Colleen Hoppins at [email address] or 

[phone number]. 

 

Thank you very much for your time, your responses are much appreciated. 

 

 

FIRST NATION INFORMATION 
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Registered band name: 

Address: 

Email: 

Phone: 

 

COMMUNICATIONS CAPACITY 

Does your community have a communications department? Yes/No 

If yes, how many people are in that department? ________ 

 

COMMUNICATIONS TOOLS 

Please indicate what tools your community uses to communicate with members 

• Website 
• Mail 
• Newsletter 
• Email 
• Phone 
• Community Meetings 
• Community Notices/Posters 
• Newsletter 
• Facebook 
• Twitter 
• Other social media network, please identify: 
• Other, please explain: ______________ 
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DECISION-MAKING 

Has your community been through a decision-making process in the past five (5) years where 

members were asked to vote on an issue? Yes/No 

If yes, what was the nature of this decision? 

• Treaty 
• Resource development 
• Economic development 
• Settlement 
• Custom election code 
• Other, please describe: _______________ 

 

Would you be interested in participating further in this study by agreeing to an interview so I can 

learn more about how your community moved through the process of communicating with 

members on this issue, as well as the results of that process? Yes/No 

 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this survey or the next phase of research, please 

call Juli Holloway, [phone number] or email [email address] 

 

Thank you very much for your time, your responses are much appreciated. 
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Appendix Two: Interview Guide 

INTRODUCTION 

Welcome and thank you for agreeing to participate today. My name is Juli Holloway. I’m Haida 

on my mother’s side, originating from Skidegate on Haida Gwaii from the Gitins, an eagle clan. 

My great grandparents were Lydia and James Wilson. On my father’s side, I’m 

Kwakwakawa’xw originating from Kingcome Inlet where my dad is a hereditary chief and my 

grandmother is Margaret Taylor, nee Nelson. I am a graduate student at Royal Roads University 

currently conducting my research in partial fulfilment of the requirements for a Master of Arts 

degree in Professional Communication. 

 

Thank you for completing the recruitment survey and this interview, which will take about two 

hours and will include questions regarding your experience and knowledge of the 

_________________ (specific decision-making process of the community, ex. custom election 

code vote) your community went through __________________ (time period, ex. two years 

ago). I would like your permission to tape record this interview so I may accurately document 

the information you share. If at any time during the interview, you wish to discontinue the 

interview, please feel free to let me know. All of your responses are confidential and will remain 

that way. I will use your responses to develop a better understanding of how First Nations 

communicate with their citizens, or members, during a decision-making process. The purpose of 

this research is to increase my understanding of the issues First Nations face when 

communicating and engaging with their citizens and how some First Nations are overcoming 

those issues. 
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At this time, I would like to confirm your written consent to participate in this study. Your 

participation in this study is completely voluntary. If at any time you need to stop, take a break or 

go back to an earlier question, please let me know. You may also withdraw your participation at 

any time without any consequence. Do you have any questions before we begin? With your 

permission, we will begin the interview. 

1. How long have you worked in your current capacity with your community? 

2. What was the decision-making issue your community was asked to vote on? 

3. What were some of the strategies you used to reach different members of your 

community? (For example, elders, youth, off-reserve members) 

4. What communications tools or methods did your First Nation use to connect with 

community members and inform them about the issue? (For example, website, print 

materials, Facebook, newsletter, community meetings, mail outs) 

5. What worked well? Please explain. 

6. What would you do differently next time, please explain why. 

7. What were some of the barriers you had to overcome? 

8. How did you overcome the barriers? 

9. What was the outcome of the decision-making process? 

10. What role do you think communication played in the outcome of the decision-making? 

11. What recommendations would you make for any future decision-making processes? 

12. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

 

 

 


