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Cultural Safety and Knowledge Sharing:
Work on Mental Wellness at Inuit Tuttarvingat, NAHO

Knowledge Sharing and Inuit Cultural Safety

The term cultural safety has us ask what we need to understand about Aboriginal peoples’ sense of danger or risk 
when they bring themselves to a place for screening, counselling or therapy. If there is a sense that one’s values, 
language or ways of life are threatened or looked down upon, then we speak of the environment not being culturally 
safe.

In order to be effective, any act of knowledge sharing and counselling needs to happen in an environment perceived 
as safe. Quotations of Inuit Elders’ statements can help create this sense of cultural safety for Inuit and therefore 
encourage sharing and learning.

Cultural safety 

is a concept applied in an Aboriginal context.•	
is an outcome.•	
is defined by those who receive the service.•	
makes programs and services more effective.•	
is based on respectful engagement that can help •	
find paths to well-being.

Cultural safety goes beyond the three related 
concepts of :

Cultural awareness – the acknowledgement of 
difference.

Cultural sensitivity – the recognition of the 
importance of respecting difference, a term 
often associated with cross-cultural education or 
diversity training.

Cultural competence – describes the skills, 
knowledge and attitudes in practice.

Origin of concept: The concept ‘cultural safety’ 
arose from the colonial context of Indigenous 
peoples in New Zealand and the insistence that 
service delivery change profoundly. Prompted 
by Maori nurses, cultural safety became a 
requirement for nursing and midwifery courses in 
New Zealand in 1990.

Knowledge sharing 

is more than communications.•	
makes knowledge available in meaningful ways.•	
encourages researchers, policy makers, and •	
service providers to work together.
improves access to information.•	
encourages participation in learning and decision •	
making.

Some overlap exists in the use of the terms such as :

Knowledge translation – a “dynamic process 
that includes synthesis, dissemination, exchange 
and ethically sound application of knowledge 
to improve the health of Canadians.” (Canadian 
Institutes of Health Research)

Knowledge transfer – is the bridge between 
knowing and doing, between research and the use 
of that research by those responsible for health-
care policy and decision making.

Research dissemination – is part of the research 
process and aims at sharing research results in 
a meaningful way and increasing access to the 
research results.

Cultural Safety in Aboriginal Canada

In Canada, the concept of cultural safety is being discussed among health-care providers and academics 
working in an Aboriginal context and it has become part of teaching nurses and other health and human service 
workers.

In a guide for health-care administrators, providers, educators and researchers,  among other things, NAHO 
describes approaches that help in educating the health-care workforce in cultural safety (1):

recognizing the historical context within which the worker practices.•	
recognizing diversity between Aboriginal Peoples (First Nations, Inuit, Métis).•	
understanding health care worker-patient power relations.•	
raising organizational awareness. •	

Another Canadian example is the formulation of five principles recommended to achieve cultural safety in health 
service delivery to First Nations in British Columbia (2). The principles identified are: 

personal knowledge (know who you are).•	
cultural protocols.•	
process. •	
partnerships.  •	
positive purpose.•	

“Tell them they are important. Let them know you care about them … Let them know they are safe and in a good place to 
let it out. Then really listen to them.” 
(Elder from Hopedale, Nunatsiavut) 

“You have to praise any accomplishments …. That is what is  going to lead him through life, what he hears about himself.” 
(Elder from Iqaluit, Nunavut)

“Talk to each other when you are in crisis, which is like bad weather. When you talk to another about things, it starts to 
feel like good weather.” 
(Elder from Kangiqsualujjuaq, Nunavik) 

“We cannot be surprised when hard times come to us. We have to know how to face problems and get through them.” 
(Elder from Tuktoyaktuk, Inuvialuit Settlement Region)

Applying the Cultural Safety Concepts
to Inuit Mental Health Care Requires:

believing that health is a holistic concept.•	
knowing that Inuit ways of thinking and being are important to the restoration of Inuit health.•	
recognizing that mental health is developed and is maintained through connectedness with family, community •	
and the environment.
understanding how history may influence experience.•	
accepting that different healing processes exist for different people.•	
establishing a connection between health-care professional and client, based on cultural safety.•	
respecting each other’s strengths and abilities in helping.•	

Citing Inuit Elders’ Statements as a Means of
Creating an Environment of Cultural Safety

We have used citations in particular in our work relating to mental wellness and have been encouraged to continue 
to use this technique to support the creation of:

culturally safe environments.•	
opportunities for knowledge exchange.•	
safe learning environments.•	

Marja Korhonen, PhD                                                                                    Reprinted March 2009
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Resilience: Coping with Life’s Problems

R esilience means being able 
to move through difficult 
times and maintain hope, 

as well as choose positive ways of 
coping with life’s problems. Tradi-
tionally, Inuit have been a resilient 
people, overcoming great chal-
lenges. Over our history, we have 
learned attitudes and ways of living 
that helped us “live a good life.” 
These attitudes and strategies apply 
to modern-day challenges as well. 

What Does it Mean
to be Resilient?

Resilience is partly about the 
personality you were born with, 
partly a result of our experiences 
and partly the way we think about 
events and ourselves. 

We can learn to act, react and think 
in ways that will make it easier to 
work through problems and move 
on positively. Parents, teachers, and 
community leaders can teach in 
ways that encourage the develop-
ment of resilience. 

Qualities That Help Us
Be More Resilient

Inuit Tuttarvingat’s1 research with 
Inuit elders tells us that the fol-
lowing qualities and ways of living 
can help us cope with challenging 
events. 

•	 Insight:	understanding	ourselves,	

other people, and the situations 
we are in. 

•	 Independence:	making	positive	

1 At the time of this research, the Inuit-
specific centre of the National Aboriginal 
Health Organization was known as the 
Ajunnginiq Centre. In October 2008, the 
Ajunnginiq Centre changed its name to 
Inuit Tuttarvingat.

decisions and choosing for 
ourselves, rather than being too 
influenced by other people.

•	Relationships:	making	trusting	
and caring connections with oth-
ers such as teachers, elders, rela-
tives, and friends who have built 
positive lives.

•	 Initiative:	trying	to	do	things,	
even if it is hard. When we try 
to accomplish something and 
succeed, it builds self-esteem 
and confidence. Even if we don’t 
always reach our goals, we feel 
better because we tried.

•	Creativity:	looking	at	things	in	
new ways, and even using painful 
experiences as building blocks 
for a better future.

•	Humour:	laughing	at	ourselves	
and finding humour in all

 situations. 

•	Morality:	developing	a	sense	of	
what is good and right and a 
sense of being a good person. 

Ikajurniq, Basic Counselling Skills:
Inuit Voices, Modern Methods, 2006

a manual for Inuit counsellors•	
explains techniques of modern counselling•	
explains Inuit traditional helping techniques by presenting Inuit •	
voices
describes Inuit helping values and beliefs and modern counselling •	
as both sharing the goal to help and improve

Resilience: Overcoming Challenges and
Moving on Positively, 2007

shares knowledge about coping strategies•	
presents Inuit traditional ways of coping •	
explains research results and coping strategies coming from •	
Western counselling models

Resilience: Coping with Life’s Challenges, 2008

explains resilience in plain language•	
provides explanations on how to cope •	
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Ajunnginiq Centre 
National Aboriginal Health Organization

resilience
overcoming challenges 

and moving on positively
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“You are going to live through hard
times, difficulties….[We] were told
never to give up…”(Elder from Kangiqsualujjuaq)
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INUIT TRADITIONAL PRACTICES THAT ENCOURAGED RESILIENCE AND COPING
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What is Mental Illness?

Ajunnginiq Centre at the 
National Aboriginal Health Organization 
March 2006

 

Suicide Prevention: Inuit Traditional Practices that Encouraged 
Resilience and Coping, 2006

summarizes results from focus groups with Inuit elders to •	
understand historical resilience and coping methods used by Inuit 
in difficult times

Inuit elders explain how certain behaviors are necessary to live a •	
good life

Resilience: Overcoming Challenges
and Moving on Positively, 2008

poster produced upon request by Inuit community health-care •	
providers 
purpose is to provide positive messaging in an Inuit-specific •	
context

What is Mental Illness?, 2006

explains the types of mental illnesses, their causes and the •	
possible treatment choices

inuit@naho.ca
1-877-602-4445


