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ABSTRACT. In the face of ecological depletion on a global scale, Indigenous knowledges, priorities, and perspectives are increasingly
applied in community and academic research intended to inform social-ecological decision making. Many academic researchers and
decision makers have learned to solicit Indigenous knowledges using community-based research methods and participatory processes.
However, Indigenous scholars and leaders are increasingly moving beyond these standard practices to apply Indigenous methodologies,
engaging local epistemologies, and culturally relevant methods to produce respectful research outcomes in support of local priorities.
We share experiences and learning from the Nuxalk Sputc (eulachon) Project to illustrate how an Indigenous research process was
developed and applied by the Nuxalk Nation’s Stewardship Office in Bella Coola, British Columbia (Nuxalk territory). This project
documented, interpreted, articulated, and represented Nuxalk knowledge about eulachon (Thaleichthys pacificus) using an iterative,
community-driven process informed by Nuxalk protocols and knowledge systems. We begin by detailing the project process, including
project initiation, decision making, and community engagement processes, and methods of knowledge documentation, interpretation,
articulation, representation, and sharing. Demonstrating that the Sputc Project’s distinctly Nuxalk approach was key to its success, we
discuss how engaging Nuxalk knowledges influenced our process from conception to completion, resulting in an emergent methodology
that prioritized relational accountability, locally grounded methods of knowledge documentation and interpretation, respectful
representation, and reflexivity. Based on our experience with the Sputc Project, we distinguish between Indigenous and community-
based methodologies, both in terms of their epistemological foundations and their orientation to the goals of decolonization and
resurgence. We suggest that by considering and valuing Indigenous methodologies, researchers and decision makers can move toward
authentically and respectfully engaging Indigenous knowledge and priorities, and ultimately, toward supporting Indigenous production,
interpretation, articulation, and representation of knowledge in a contemporary context.
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INTRODUCTION
Considering different ways of knowing is integral to the conduct
of social-ecological research. Indigenous peoples’ priorities,
perspectives, and knowledge are increasingly sought and valued
in social-ecological research and decision making (Harris and
Millerd 2010, Adams et al. 2014, von der Porten et al. 2015).
Research is embedded in the context of existing power
relationships and the choice of methodology is a political act
(Brown and Strega 2005, Kovach 2017). With important
implications for how research is conducted from conception to
completion, the choice of methodology informs how knowledge
is sought, documented, interpreted, articulated, and represented.
For example, community-engaged methods and participatory
processes are often employed and even recommended in
collaborative research with Indigenous communities in an effort
to center community voices (Canadian Institutes of Health
Research et al. 2014, Tobias et al. 2013, Moore et al. 2017).
Frameworks describing public or Indigenous participation in
social-ecological research, including variants of community-
based research, have been extensively elaborated (Wallerstein and
Duran 2006, Wulfhorst et al. 2008, Shirk et al. 2012). However,
such methods sometimes fall short in their engagement of
Indigenous knowledge (Nadasdy 1999, 2005, McGregor 2004,
2009, Kindon 2008, Castleden et al. 2012, de Leeuw et al. 2012)
or in establishing Indigenous leadership and decision making (von

der Porten et al. 2015, Brunger and Wall 2016, Castleden et al.
2017). Therefore, it is increasingly recommended that research be
led by Indigenous people and driven by their priorities (McGregor
2004, Simpson 2014, 2017), and informed by decolonizing and
Indigenous methodologies (Kovach 2005, 2009, Wilson 2008).  

Although Indigenous methodologies are occasionally referenced
by community-engaged researchers in environmental management
(de Leeuw et al. 2012, Latulippe 2015a, von der Porten et al. 2019),
there are few published examples of their application in these
settings or discussions of how they differ in practice from other
forms of community-based participatory methodologies. Seeking
to support a movement beyond Indigenous ‘participation’ in
western research, we detail a project successfully led by
Indigenous knowledge systems, values, and priorities, and
informed by Indigenous methodologies, detailing how it was
conducted and what made it distinct from other community-
engaged processes. We employ our learning from this project to
distinguish between Indigenous and community-based research
methodologies.  

Initiated and led by the Nuxalk Stewardship Office in Bella Coola
(in what is now known as British Columbia, Canada), the Nuxalk
Sputc Project aimed to adopt a Nuxalk process to document and
share Nuxalk knowledge about eulachon (Thaleichthys pacificus)
for use by Nuxalk leadership and community members in the
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management of eulachon. As detailed below, eulachon are a
cultural keystone species that form the backbone of Nuxalk
health and identity but have been functionally absent in Nuxalk
territory for over 20 years. Because of the role of eulachon in the
larger context of Nuxalk wellness and strength, there was a high
level of interest on behalf  of Nuxalkmc to conduct the Sputc
Project as a means to address ongoing threats to eulachon
knowledge loss and management jurisdiction. Engaging a
uniquely Indigenous (Nuxalk) research approach, the Sputc
Project constituted an important opportunity to examine the
application of Indigenous-led methodologies as an example for
researchers and practitioners in other contexts.  

Indeed, our focus is on research methodology, rather than the
specifics of eulachon management though this is detailed in
(Beveridge et al. 2020). The writing of this paper was led by a
non-Nuxalk doctoral candidate in collaboration with Nuxalk
project partners and non-Indigenous academic mentors.
Following a description of community-based and Indigenous
methodologies in environmental management and an elaboration
of the project context, we outline the Sputc Project process and
discuss how applying a Nuxalk approach influenced project
methods. We then consider the project process to enable
distinction between Indigenous and other community-engaged
methodologies and their relationship to decolonizing and
resurgent goals.

Background and theory
Whether or not they are acknowledged, knowledge systems and
related theories inform every research methodology (Brown and
Strega 2005, Kovach 2009, Creswell 2012). Community-based and
Indigenous research methodologies are based on different
knowledge systems and theories (Smith 1999, Kovach 2009),
which may or may not be combined. For millennia, Indigenous
knowledge and related systems of governance have supported
sustainable systems of resource management on Canada’s west
coast (Turner and Berkes 2006, Lepofsky and Caldwell 2013,
Gauvreau et al. 2017, Turner 2020) and throughout the world
(Menzies 2006, Bohensky and Maru 2011, Berkes 2012).
Indigenous knowledge refers to the unique knowledge systems
held, used, and maintained by Indigenous peoples. As detailed
elsewhere, Indigenous knowledge is at once metaphysical and
pragmatic, inseparable from place (lands and waters), people,
practices, and language (Battiste and Henderson 2000, McGregor
2004, 2009, Archibald 2008, Wilson 2008, Simpson 2014, 2017).
According to Margaret Kovach (Kovach 2009, 2017), each unique
Indigenous knowledge system comprises epistemologies and
theory-principles. Epistemologies describe ways of knowing,
including assumptions about the nature of knowledge and
knowledge production, i.e., defining what kinds of knowledge are
possible (Kovach 2017). Indigenous epistemologies imply
fundamentally relational ways of knowing and being (McGregor
2004, Wilson 2008, Kovach 2009, Simpson 2017), based in
worldviews that include holism, interconnection, and flux/fluidity
or circularity (Louis 2007, Hart 2010, Kovach 2017). Theory-
principles are Indigenous teachings, including philosophy and
values and practices that guide relationships with people, land,
ideas, and the cosmos (Kovach 2017). Among others, these may
include the values of reciprocity, responsibility, and respect
(Weber-Pillwax 2001, Hart 2010, Artelle et al. 2018).  

Since colonization, the expertise of Indigenous peoples has been
sidelined, and the methods used by external researchers to solicit,
appropriate, and represent Indigenous knowledge in resource
management have too often been problematic, extractive, and
even harmful (Nadasdy 1999, 2003, Smith 1999, Simpson 2001,
McGregor 2004). Whereas western or scientific research methods
certainly have a place in upholding Indigenous priorities, how
they are used (and by whom) matters (Adams et al. 2014).
Recognizing this, scholars in environmental management and
beyond are beginning to decolonize their research practices,
seeking less extractive ways to uphold Indigenous voices and
priorities in decision making and research (Smith 1999, von der
Porten et al. 2015, 2019, Carlson 2016, Smith et al. 2016, Castleden
et al. 2017, de Leeuw and Hunt 2018). Further, supported by a
rapidly evolving legal and regulatory context (Harris and Millerd
2010, Kotaska 2013, von der Porten et al. 2016, Low 2018),
Indigenous people are increasingly leading research in their own
communities, based on their own knowledge and driven by their
priorities (Adams et al. 2014, Housty et al. 2014, von der Porten
et al. 2016, 2019, Castleden et al. 2017, Jones et al. 2017). Such
efforts have resulted in increasing application of Indigenous
research methodologies distinct from those used in community-
based research (Smith 1999, Kovach 2009).  

Given the recognized importance of using research
methodologies that respectfully engage Indigenous knowledge,
ethics, and priorities, Canadian funding authorities recommend
using community-based participatory research methods (CBPR)
for conducting research with Indigenous communities (Canadian
Institutes of Health Research et al. 2014, Moore et al. 2017). With
foundations in critical, feminist, and anti-oppressive theories,
CBPR aims to challenge the processes of knowledge production,
attending to power structures and centering marginalized voices
(Israel et al. 1998, 2005, Wallerstein and Duran 2006, Darroch
and Giles 2014). Community-engaged research takes many forms
and may be characterized in a diversity of ways (Wilmsen 2008,
LaVeaux and Christopher 2009, Wallerstein and Duran 2010,
Shirk et al. 2012). For the purposes of this research, we refer to
community-based research methods and approaches in general,
but largely draw on literature and experience related to CBPR, as
opposed to other public or participatory methodologies (e.g.,
Wilmsen 2008, Shirk et al. 2012). We use the terms approach and
methodology interchangeably.  

Community-based research approaches have much to contribute
to research that is responsible, respectful, reciprocal, and relevant
(Louis 2007, LaVeaux and Christopher 2009, Castleden et al.
2012, de Leeuw et al. 2012, Tobias et al. 2013). In attending to
marginalized voices and power structures, CBPR has been
recommended as (and embraces) a more respectful research
approach with Indigenous people. However, it is ultimately based
in western ways of knowing (e.g., critical or feminist theory) and
can only go so far in informing methodologies rooted in
Indigenous knowledge systems. Many suggest that without due
attention to their limitations, application of community-based
research methods in Indigenous contexts can be problematic
(Stiegman and Castleden 2015, Brunger and Wall 2016, Moore
et al. 2017). Operationalization of the tenets or principles of
community-based research (described in detail elsewhere) is
highly subjective (LaVeaux and Christopher 2009, Castleden et
al. 2012, de Leeuw et al. 2012, Tobias et al. 2013, Coombes et al.
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2014, Brunger and Wall 2016, Moore et al. 2017), and community-
based work is often conducted without challenging western
epistemological frameworks or underlying assumptions about the
nature of knowledge production or ownership (Smith 1999,
Brown and Strega 2005, Kovach 2009, 2017, Darroch and Giles
2014).  

Indeed, even well-executed community-based approaches may be
insufficient to capture the nuances and complexity of Indigenous
perspectives (Nadasdy 1999, 2003, McGregor 2004, 2009) and
might additionally impose significant burdens on Indigenous
communities (Castleden et al. 2012, 2017, de Leeuw et al. 2012,
Brunger and Wall 2016). In environmental management, this is
evident in studies emphasizing Indigenous knowledge integration
into western research frameworks (Nadasdy 1999, Bohensky and
Maru 2011, Evering 2012, Hill et al. 2012) or using “parachute”
research approaches (Brant Castellano 2004, Castleden et al.
2012).  

Given these limitations, some scholars advocate employing
Indigenous methodologies and related research frameworks to
guide culturally embedded research methods, protocols, and
practices that are accountable to Indigenous communities and
knowledge systems (Louis 2007, Wilson 2008, Kovach 2009,
2017). Despite their differences in epistemological origin,
Indigenous methodologies are often practically aligned with
community-engaged research approaches (Smith 1999, Creswell
2008, Denzin et al. 2008, Wilson 2008, Kovach 2009, LaVeaux
and Christopher 2009, Easby 2016). However, unlike community-
based methodologies, which are founded in western systems of
knowledge (Kovach 2017), Indigenous methodologies explicitly
employ distinct, culturally specific knowledge systems to inform
research methods and processes (McGregor 2004, Louis 2007,
Wilson 2008, Kovach 2009). Pushing back on dominant research
paradigms, Indigenous methodologies create space for particular,
place-based Indigenous worldviews as a legitimate way to
approach a research question. As such, their respectful
application by scholars not well versed in Indigenous ways of
knowing is limited (Carlson 2016, Smith et al. 2016).  

Employing Indigenous methodologies requires a fundamental re-
definition of what research is and how it is conducted, including
assumptions about who produces knowledge, for whom, how, and
for what purpose (Brown and Strega 2005, Kovach 2009).
Indigenous methodologies are informed by Indigenous
resurgence movements, which are concerned with turning toward
ancestral knowledge, law, and governance as sources of
Indigenous power (Alfred 2005, Simpson 2008, Corntassel 2012,
Coulthard 2014, Asch et al. 2018). At once cultural and political,
resurgence is a process of Indigenous theorizing, writing,
organizing, and thinking that is “generated through place-based
practices - practices that require land” (Simpson 2017:49).  

In practical terms, Indigenous methodologies emphasize
attention to diverse knowledge sources, application of local
protocols and practices, and community engagement based in
respect, reciprocity, and responsibility (Battiste 2005, Louis 2007,
Kovach 2009, 2017, Coombes et al. 2014, Latulippe 2015a,
Chalmers 2017). In particular, Indigenous scholars highlight that
drawing on the interrelated principles of relational accountability,
respectful representation, and reflexivity enables Indigenous
knowledge and priorities to guide choices throughout the research

process (Absolon and Willett 2004, Louis 2007, Wilson 2008,
Kovach 2009, 2017). According to Margaret Kovach,
“relationship is how we do Indigenous methodology” (Kovach
2017:223), as expressed through mutual relationships of trust,
application of ancestral protocol and ethics, and culturally
relevant methods of learning and sharing. According to some
Indigenous methodology specialists, relational values indicate
that the purpose of knowledge (production) “is not to explain an
objectified universe, but to understand one’s responsibilities and
relationships and to engage in mutual reciprocity” (Shaw et al.
2006, Legat and Barnaby 2012, Latulippe 2015b:5), strengthening
the web of relationships (Wilson 2008). Based on a fundamental
understanding of the world as interconnected and whole, the
principle of relational accountability calls attention “not only to
the relationships...between researchers and research subjects, but
also to the networks of relations through which a researcher (and
knowledge itself) is constituted and held accountable” (de Leeuw
et al. 2012:182). The principle of respectful representation
requires considering how the people, places, events, and
phenomena being researched are represented, with attention to
protocol and ownership of knowledge (Wilson 2008, Kovach
2009, Beveridge 2019). The practice of reflexivity supports
awareness of both relationships and responsibilities. These
principles are best enacted through knowledge seeking and
sharing methods that are inclusive of local ways of knowing and
being, including place-based protocols, experiences, and voices,
enabling situated, culturally relevant methods and outcomes
(Absolon and Willett 2004, Louis 2007, Coombes et al. 2014,
Kovach 2017). Often, they involve an element of narrative or
story, which encourages relational interpretation or witnessing
(Absolon and Willett 2004, Thomas 2005, Archibald 2008,
Kovach 2009, 2017).  

In many ways, Indigenous and community-based research
methodologies share common goals and practices, even if  they
originate from different worldviews and theories. Both may value
reflexive, relational, and interpretative process alongside content
(Kovach 2005, 2009, Wilson 2008, LaVeaux and Christopher
2009). Indigenous methodologies further overlap with
community-based approaches in that they are iterative, situated,
and responsive, valuing accountability, responsibility, and respect
throughout the research process (Kovach 2009, LaVeaux and
Christopher 2009, Easby 2016). However, community-based and
Indigenous methodology literatures are rarely cross-referenced,
or are poorly distinguished (Latulippe 2015a, Castleden et al.
2017), a reality attributed to differences in their orientations to
indigeneity and related use of language (Easby 2016). Because
community-based and Indigenous methodologies are epistemologically,
theoretically, and politically distinct, neither is universally
applicable; community-based methods may not be sufficient to
conduct respectful research in Indigenous contexts, while
Indigenous methodologies are not appropriate for use by most
non-Indigenous people (Kovach 2009, de Leeuw et al. 2012,
Latulippe 2015a, Carlson 2016). This does not preclude settler
researchers from respectfully engaging Indigenous priorities and
perspectives to push the envelope of community-based research
practice; indeed, so doing is an ethical and relational necessity
(Irlbacher-Fox 2014, Carlson 2016). Given their theoretical and
practical commonalities, mixing Indigenous and community-
based is entirely acceptable to many Indigenous methodology
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scholars (Kovach 2009, Evans et al. 2014). However, Margaret
Kovach (2009) underlines that epistemological transparency is
necessary to avoid subsuming Indigenous methods under western
approaches and theories, or vice versa, especially when there is
overlap between approaches (Kovach 2009).  

Aligned with Borrows and Tully’s concepts of robust resurgence
and transformative reconciliation, we aim to support resistance
to unjust and inequitable relationships (in this case, research
relationships) as demanded by a decolonizing perspective
(Borrows and Tully 2018). We employ the term “decolonizing” as
a verb describing a sustained goal, intent, or action, grounded in
real Indigenous interests and concrete action (Tuck and Yang
2012). Decolonizing research addresses the specific realities of
settler colonialism, including historical context, legal rights, land
issues, and colonizing practices, and aim to disrupt or subvert
them “in order to push back against colonial institutions to make
space for Indigenous resurgence” (Carlson 2016:9, Smith et al.
2016), including those related to research methodology and
practice. It is our understanding that although they may be
decolonizing in function, Indigenous research methodologies are
fundamentally informed by resurgent thinking, in that they are
founded in Indigenous ways of knowing and related theories
(Kovach 2009). Meanwhile, community-based methodologies,
based on western research approaches, are more likely to be
decolonizing, in that they challenge power relationships and
center Indigenous voices (Darroch and Giles 2014).  

Indeed, epistemological transparency with regard to the
theoretical grounding of research methodologies is key to
supporting respectful research with (and by) Indigenous people.
However, whereas Indigenous peoples’ leadership in environmental
research and practice is increasingly solicited and upheld (Adams
et al. 2014, von der Porten et al. 2016, 2019), there remain few
examples of the application of Indigenous methodologies in this
context. Further, given the primacy of theoretical and
epistemological considerations for the conduct of research, there
is relatively little guidance available to researchers about the
pragmatics of distinguishing between, choosing among, and
applying Indigenous versus community-engaged research
approaches (Latulippe 2015a, Carlson 2016, Easby 2016), or their
respective relationships to the theories and goals of resurgence or
decolonization. In this spirit, we consider community-based and
Indigenous methodologies as complementary and potentially
overlapping approaches, informed by Indigenous and/or western
research theories. Through the example of the Nuxalk Sputc
Project, we share an example of how appropriate engagement of
Indigenous knowledge using a mixed Indigenous and community-
based research approach might support Indigenous goals of
decolonization and resurgence in the context of environmental
management and beyond.

Project context
The Sputc Project was based in the remote coastal community of
Bella Coola, in the territory of the Nuxalk Nation. In Canada,
First Nations are one of three recognized legal categories of
Indigenous peoples (alongside Inuit and Métis) under the federal
Indian Act. Sputc is the Nuxalk word for eulachon, a forage fish
that spawns in glacier-fed rivers of the west coast of North
America, including the central coast of British Columbia (see Fig.
1). Until recently, Nuxalkmc (the Nuxalk people) had a thriving

relationship with sputc. A cultural keystone species (Garibaldi
and Turner 2004), eulachon remain vital to Nuxalk well-being
(Moody 2008, Haggan 2010) primarily as a food source but are
also prized for their nutrient content and for their use in the
production of sluq or grease, a highly valued oil that is traded
between First Nations throughout the province (Kuhnlein et al.
1996; see Figs. 2, 3). Indeed, eulachon-related knowledge and
practices (e.g., fishing, canoeing), relationships and connections
(e.g., to lands and waters, community, and ancestors), and
responsibilities and identities (e.g., fisherman, greasemaker,
guardian) are all intricately tied to Nuxalkmc well-being and
identity (Beveridge 2019).

Fig. 1. Nuxalk eulachon (Thaleichthys pacificus) rivers: black
dots indicate rivers where eulachon were historically harvested
by Nuxalkmc and/or where significant eulachon runs are
known to have occurred in Nuxalk territory.

Nuxalkmc’s relationship to eulachon is maintained by an
ancestral system of knowledge and governance that has
supported a healthy social-ecological system in the region for
generations (Hilland 2013, Lepofsky and Caldwell 2013). The
Nuxalk Nation constitutes an amalgamation of four culturally
distinct regional groups, and Nuxalk people hold a diversity of
knowledges, perspectives, and opinions. Although it is beyond
our scope to describe this system in detail, it is important to note
that the ancestral governance system is led by hereditary leaders
called Stataltmc. Stataltmc act as house representatives for their
immediate and extended family. According to Nuxalk (and
Canadian) law (Supreme Court of Canada 1997, Hilland 2013),
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Stataltmc have authority to make decisions related to use of the
lands, waters, and associated resources for which they hold
responsibility.

Fig. 2. Eulachon (Thaleichthys pacificus) from the Nass River
fermenting in a stink box in preparation for making sluq
(eulachon grease).

Although the hereditary governance system and related
environmental management were certainly hindered by colonial
impacts, locally known as the four modern catastrophes
(smallpox, potlatch ban, residential school, reserve system;
Snxakila 2014, personal communication), eulachon were not
subject to the same levels of exclusion and dispossession as other
fisheries in the region, e.g., salmon (Newell 1993, Harris 2001).
Indeed, central coast eulachon fisheries were exclusively managed
by Indigenous people throughout the region, such that eulachon
are viewed by Nuxalkmc as an Indigenous fish, relatively
untouched by colonialism (Beveridge 2019, Beveridge et al. 2020).

However, rights to manage and use eulachon were interrupted in
1999, when eulachon failed to return to the rivers of B.C.’s central
coast. The fish have not reappeared to the Bella Coola River in
harvestable numbers since that time. Though explanations for
their disappearance vary, Nuxalkmc know that eulachon from
the region were taken as bycatch by an expanding shrimp trawling
industry (Moody 2008, Hilland 2013). As such, Nuxalkmc see the
federal fisheries management system as having failed in its
fiduciary duty to protect eulachon and Nuxalk fishing rights and

understand it to have undermined existing management
authority. Meanwhile, Nuxalkmc continue to claim de facto
jurisdiction over their management (Hilland 2013).

Fig. 3. Sluq, Nuxalk eulachon (Thaleichthys pacificus) grease,
being poured into jars for storage.

After almost 20 years without eulachon, many Nuxalkmc are
concerned about the loss of eulachon-related knowledge and are
demanding action based on Nuxalk knowledge and priorities
(Senkowsky 2007). More recently, the need for action has been
stressed by the potential listing of eulachon under the Canadian
federal Species At Risk Act (SARA), which threatens to further
undermine Nuxalkmc’s de facto jurisdiction over the
management of future eulachon fisheries in Nuxalk territory by
seeking to regulate local use and access to the fish (e.g., via
permitting; Hilland 2013, Beveridge et al. 2020). Nuxalkmc
therefore recognize a need to document existing knowledge about
eulachon values and stewardship, and to reiterate the foundations
of Nuxalk eulachon management authority.  

Based on this local demand, the Nuxalk Sputc Project was
initiated and driven by the Nuxalk Nation’s Stewardship Office
in 2014 with the goals of: (1) documenting and sharing ancestral
knowledge about eulachon history, values, and management with
Nuxalkmc; (2) engaging Nuxalkmc and moving toward
community agreement on eulachon management priorities; and
(3) learning about, upholding, and applying Nuxalk governance
and decision-making structures and processes. From its inception,
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the Sputc Project was intended to be informed by Nuxalk ways
of knowing, including cultural teachings, ancestral decision-
making practices, and governance protocols. Further, the
knowledge produced by the project was intended for use by
Nuxalkmc, including Nuxalk managers, leaders, educators, and
the community at large, to restore and steward sputc, not for use/
interpretation by non-Nuxalk to manage sputc. It focused on
documenting, interpreting, articulating, representing, and
sharing knowledge within the Nuxalk community in a manner
congruent with Nuxalk knowledge systems. This process provided
context for learning and capacity building in the development of
a uniquely Nuxalk research methodology, with lessons more
broadly applicable to other research contexts.

RESEARCH METHODS
We intend to share applied learnings related to the theoretical and
practical aspects of choosing and conducting research with
Indigenous research partners. Based on extensive participation,
experience, observation, and reflection by the authors, this work
is based on critical and decolonizing theories (Smith 1999, Brown
and Strega 2005) and an interpretive research approach. Although
informed by the authors’ participation in an Indigenous research
project, the work is based primarily on the worldview of the first
author, using an analytic method rooted firmly in western
academic traditions, and intended for a diverse international
audience. As such, the methods are distinct from the Indigenous
(Nuxalk) methods of representing and relating knowledge
employed by the Sputc Project.  

Before the outset of the doctoral research upon which this work
is based, a number of permissions and approvals were obtained,
based on ethical principles outlined by both community-engaged
and Indigenous researchers (Kirkness and Barnhardt 1991,
Schnarch 2004, Louis 2007, LaVeaux and Christopher 2009,
Castleden et al. 2012, Adams et al. 2014, Canadian Institutes of
Health Research et al. 2014, First Nations Information
Governance Centre 2014). First, permission was obtained from
Stataltmc, the hereditary leaders and decision-making authorities
over Nuxalk territory. Technical research agreements were signed
with the Nuxalk Stewardship Office, which takes direction from
Stataltmc and provides technical support for decision making by
Nuxalk leadership. Approval by Band Council Resolution was
also obtained as a requirement of university ethics, whose
approval was also obtained through the University of Victoria’s
REB (protocol # 14-075, 2014-2019). Because the limitations of
research ethics’ requirements in Canada as they pertain to
Indigenous research have been well documented (e.g., Stiegman
and Castleden 2015, Moore et al 2017), our goal was to create
agreements that went beyond institutional requirements.
Specifically, our agreements established mutual understandings
related to project process and outcomes, highlighting the
importance of relationship, responsibility, relevance, and
reciprocity, established clear expectations and communication,
and created a set of resource documents for use by other
researchers.  

This research was intended to build on, and uphold, knowledge
generated by Nuxalk eulachon researchers (Moody 2008, Hilland
2013) and other documented sources of Nuxalk knowledge (e.g.,
ethnographic accounts). As part of her doctoral research, the first
author recorded over 350 pages of minutes and observational

fieldnotes taken throughout the project process from initiation to
completion. These notes captured observations and insights from
advisory meetings, informal conversations with community
members, community events, feasts, and ceremonies, as well as
reflections of participants and community members after project
completion. These materials were reviewed and annotated by the
first author in relation to the methodological elements of the
work. In an iterative process, emergent themes and learnings were
developed through a series of conversations with the second
author.  

The Sputc Project was funded by private foundations and other
non-profit sources, while this work and related academic products
(including a doctoral dissertation) were supported by academic
funding sources. As a result, this research was subject to academic
expectations and necessitated engagement with the western
academic tradition, with requirements for literature citations and
peer reviewers likely far removed from the local context.

THE SPUTC PROJECT PROCESS
The sections below provide details of the Sputc Project
implementation, elaborating on how Nuxalk ways of knowing
influenced the project process. Further analysis of the project as
a research process is elaborated in the discussion.

Initiation: permissions and protocols
The Sputc Project was originally conceived by the 2013-2017
Nuxalk stewardship director (second author, MM) to inform the
creation of a Nuxalk eulachon stewardship plan. The Nuxalk
Stewardship Office initiated and led a community-engaged
process intended from its inception to be informed by Nuxalk
ways of knowing and being, including ancestral decision-making
practices and governance protocols. This intent served as a
touchstone throughout the project, guiding research design and
decisions. Importantly, project initiation coincided with the
rekindling of community-driven ancient eulachon welcoming
ceremony and the raising of a carved pole to honor the eulachon
(Thompson 2014). These events were essential to providing the
project momentum and validity in the eyes of the community.
Now an annual event, the eulachon ceremony serves as a reminder
to Nuxalkmc of their relationship with, and responsibility to, this
precious fish. Each year, the pole, representing Raven when he
first brought cedar to the valley, is re-dressed in a fresh woven
cedar cape, and an ancient song, dance, and ceremony reaffirm
the place of the fish in Nuxalkmc histories and lives (see Fig. 4).

Engagement of Nuxalk governance processes and protocols was
an essential element of the Sputc Project. For example, the project
team individually visited each of the approximately 20 Stataltmc
to approve project initiation and advise on project design. As a
result, the project had broad community agreement according to
the Nuxalk governance system from its inception, giving the
project legitimacy to operate. Prioritizing time for one-on-one
meetings with Stataltmc demonstrated an understanding of
Nuxalk community authority, the importance of family
relationships, and a commitment to engage ancestral governance
and decision-making processes. Pre-existing relationships with
key political and cultural knowledge holders was essential to this
commitment.
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Fig. 4. Nuxalk sputc (eulachon, Thaleichthys pacificus) pole
erected during the first annual eulachon ceremony. Re-dressed
in cedar regalia every year, the pole depicts Raven in human
form bringing the first eulachon to the Bella Coola River.

The project team and decision making
After obtaining permissions from community authorities, the
project team sought to engage a broad cross-section of Nuxalkmc
to direct the project. After an initial round of community bulletins
and an open-house event, Nuxalkmc were invited to join a
technical advisory committee to guide the overall project design,
implementation, and outcomes. Stataltmc were specifically asked
to send representatives to advisory meetings, which were convened
approximately bi-weekly over the first six months of the project.
A Nuxalk co-researcher was hired to support project logistics and
relationship building, and knowledgeable cultural and language
advisors were identified. Following this initial engagement
process, the core project team was created, comprised of project
leaders, a Nuxalk co-researcher, a project (technical) advisory
committee (four core and twelve occasional), additional cultural
and language advisors, and Stewardship Office staff. All project
team members resided in the community throughout the project.
The fact that the project team was primarily made up of Nuxalk
members was essential to the project’s success and its connection
to the community. This project team informed all major decisions
related to the project, including: whom to involve in the project

and how to engage the community; what content to include, in
what form; and how to represent and share knowledge gathered
(including the design of final project outcomes).  

Throughout the project, day-to-day project decisions were made
by the project team and approved by the Stataltmc, and Nuxalk
protocols for meetings, gatherings, and discussions were followed.
Advice was given through both formal meetings and informal
conversations, and recognized according to Nuxalk protocol
through the presence of food and/or stipends for participating,
witnessing, and advising. Actively following the guidance of the
project team on an ongoing basis ensured that diverse Nuxalk
knowledge and perspectives guided the project as it evolved, and
that the project outcomes were accessible and meaningful to a
broad range of Nuxalkmc. This process also provided those
involved an opportunity to learn about and apply Nuxalk
knowledge systems and ancestral decision-making processes,
practices, and institutions, increasing Nuxalk governance
capacity and understanding.  

Although essential to the project, engaging Nuxalk protocol
within both traditional and Band Office systems was also a
challenge. Clear research processes and protocols needed to be
developed within the Stewardship Office. The project team also
spent a great deal of time in conversation with knowledge holders
learning traditional Nuxalk protocols before considering
implications and adapting them to the context of the project. This
meant developing the capacity to listen, learn, and adapt methods;
without connections and long-term presence in the community,
applying Nuxalk protocol to this extent would have been even
more difficult.

Learning and sharing about sputc: knowledge documentation,
interpretation, and representation
As the project progressed, the project team began to gather, review,
and learn from existing Nuxalk knowledge sources, including
archival documents, ethnographic material, videos, reports, and
academic studies. Academic reports (Mack 2006) and theses
(Moody 2008, Hilland 2013) by Nuxalkmc, interviews from a
prior eulachon traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) study
(Winbourne 2002) and recordings of deceased elder knowledge
holders were also accessed for the purposes of the project. This
background research ensured that the work of previous
researchers was respected, and that the project team was
adequately prepared for in-depth conversations with
knowledgeable community members (e.g., to avoid asking
questions with widely known answers), such that further
exchanges could be meaningful and mutually beneficial. Indeed,
efforts were made throughout the project to minimize interview
burnout and other undue demands on community capacities and
resources.  

Alongside a Nuxalk co-researcher, the first author conducted
semi-structured interviews with willing Nuxalk knowledge-
holders identified by the project team and associated Nuxalk
members. In total, 8 men and 4 women over the age of 50 were
interviewed for 1-2 hours covering topics including eulachon use
and values, fishing, preservation, trade, grease-making practices,
river stewardship, and governance. An additional five Nuxalkmc
knowledge-holders refused permission for their recorded
interviews to be used for academic research. This reticence may
have been exacerbated by the presence of an outsider (first author-
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researcher), in combination with this person’s lack of developed
relationships at the onset of the research process. It was also clear
that Nuxalkmc associated interviews with prior extractive
research processes, and worried that shared knowledge would be
misinterpreted or misapplied. Reflecting long-standing issues
with unilateral knowledge extraction in Indigenous research
(Nadasdy 1999, Smith 1999, Simpson 2001), the project team also
found that the formal interview process lacked congruence with
open-ended, conversational modes of knowledge sharing
grounded in Nuxalk ways of knowing. This was evidenced by
Nuxalkmc’s apparent discomfort with interviews and expressed
mistrust of this research modality. Given this context, we
abandoned interviews altogether in favor of informal exchanges,
community events, and a more culturally relevant research process
based on the development of genuine, reciprocal relationships
and ongoing presence in the community.  

This locally grounded approach provided momentum to the
project. Continued involvement in ceremony, cultural events, and
land-based practices (e.g., revival of grease-making, using
eulachon from rivers beyond Nuxalk territory) were also central
to our learning. As trust and personal relationships were
strengthened, several key knowledge holders became ongoing
collaborators on the project. A greater breadth and diversity of
Nuxalkmc volunteered stories and personal accounts of their
experience of eulachon, as well as related archival photo, video,
and audio materials. By the end of the project, the project team
had one-on-one conversations with 60 knowledge holders and
interacted with at least 180 of approximately 800 Nuxalkmc over
the age of 14 in the Bella Coola Valley through community events,
workshops, and elders’ luncheons.  

To clarify past and future eulachon fishing practices and
management priorities, the project team also convened a
workshop in November 2017 to learn about Nuxalkmc
perspectives on future fishing and management priorities. The
day-long workshop was attended by 21 leaders, fishers, and
interested community members. After viewing images and quotes
related to Nuxalkmc eulachon fishing, those present sat in small
groups to discuss who, what, where, and how eulachon should be
fished if/when they returned in sufficient numbers. Despite
political and social differences among groups, there was general
agreement about future fishing and management priorities, which
were largely based in Nuxalk knowledge and practices.  

Focused on “getting it right,” accurate interpretation,
articulation, and representation of Nuxalk knowledge was a
fundamental priority of the project. In keeping with Nuxalk
protocol, this was addressed through an iterative process
emphasizing adaptation, active listening, and attention to detail.
Throughout the process of learning about sputc, the first author
(project coordinator) took the lead in documenting knowledge
shared by community members (including text, images, quotes,
stories, and language), and facilitated its assessment and
interpretation through the project team. Project leadership and
the advisory committee decided on how to articulate and present
emerging project material to the community and collaborators
during project-related events. Soliciting further input and
feedback in a cyclical process of knowledge gathering and sharing
enabled reflexivity on the part of the research team, enabling the

team to adapt the project as their knowledge, understanding,
roles, and relationships evolved.  

After months of knowledge documentation and sharing, the
project team and knowledge holders were faced with the task of
defining how Nuxalk eulachon knowledge be represented, and in
what form. It proved challenging to envision the format of the
final product, even after clearly defining goals and desired
outcomes. Nuxalk knowledge is complex, oral, and family held,
with important implications for its representation and authority
for its use (McIlwraith 1992, Hanuse 2010, Kramer 2011,
Beveridge 2019). Many Nuxalkmc questioned the appropriateness
of documenting and representing Nuxalk knowledge in a
stagnant or written form, and suggested the project employ
practical (e.g., net making) or story-telling activities to share
gathered knowledge. However, the urgency of preserving
eulachon knowledge for future generations and the importance
of obtaining community authority for future management
planning were also well-recognized. The project team resolved to
create a book that would serve as a foundation of Nuxalk
eulachon knowledge and authority, supporting future knowledge
transmission practices.  

Over the next three years, the team produced 12 iterations of the
book to solicit feedback on the selection, interpretation, structure,
and representation of Nuxalk eulachon knowledge. The team had
regular meetings and conversations with technical and cultural
advisors to review and correct draft material, as well as with a
broad range of Nuxalk members including elder fishers and
grease-makers, teachers, community leaders, and language
speakers. Feedback on book drafts was further solicited at Nuxalk
meetings, luncheons, and cultural events, including the (now)
annual sputc (eulachon) ceremony. As a support for future
Nuxalk-driven projects and hands-on learning, the team aimed
for the book to be accessible to a range of age groups and literacy
levels. As it evolved, we imagined a grandmother reading the book
with an 8-year old and asked ourselves if  they would both be
engaged and learning.  

In the process of documenting and representing Nuxalk
knowledge, the project team attended to its origins and context,
accuracy and generalizability. For a specific element to be
represented as common Nuxalk knowledge, we ensured that it
was sourced from multiple people and multiple families of origin,
and generally recognized by Nuxalkmc to be true. Meanwhile,
individually held knowledge was attributed to its knowledge
holder through the use of quotes. Attending to this level of detail
required that we learn protocols of knowledge ownership to
obtain permissions and give credit where appropriate. In
recognition of Nuxalk knowledge systems, we used visual,
narrative and practical sources, and materials to retain knowledge
context, relationships, and origins, engaging Nuxalkmc through
material like family photos and quotes recognized as authentic,
useful, and personal. We also highlighted Nuxalk vocabulary,
(personal) names, and place names, such that Nuxalkmc would
see themselves reflected in the materials gathered, learning about
their relationships to place. In appreciation of the strong Nuxalk
visual traditions, a local Nuxalk artist (Wiiaqa7ay/Lyle Mack)
illustrated the book’s opening story and worked with a
professional designer to ensure visual and design elements were
appropriately mastered.  
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Respecting place-based and relational knowledge in this way
required a great deal of attention to the details of language and
design, as well as care and perseverance with regard to credits,
attributions, protocols, and permissions. Such learning required
time, dedication, and capacity development of all team members.
Although every attempt was made to employ a narrative mode of
representation (e.g., using a story to structure the book), doing
so proved difficult given the particular capacity of the core project
team; although contracting a Nuxalk illustrator helped bring in
a holistic element, we learned that it was difficult to fit or “flow”
an Indigenous story into a western medium. In the end, some
fragmentation and linearization of knowledge was necessarily
imposed by the book format. Many Nuxalkmc recognize the
limitations of this hybrid format, holding that local knowledge
may only be fully understood in context, through application and
practice by Nuxalkmc (Hanuse 2010, Beveridge 2019). However,
this compromise was deemed necessary as a means to ensure that
multi-media sputc knowledge was documented for future
generations, and that this knowledge had great value in
contemporary Nuxalk life.

Community engagement and relationships
Community engagement was one of the primary mandates of the
Sputc Project, which prioritized relationship-building and trust
as it engaged Nuxalk ways of knowing. The project team found
that the idea of working “in a good way” (Ball and Janyst 2008,
Kovach 2009) resonated with Nuxalkmc, so we used this language
in the communication of our intents. From inception to
completion, we kept Nuxalkmc abreast of our progress and
invited them to contribute to the project through mail flyers and
outreach at community events, including open houses, cultural
events, and elders’ luncheons. Because of our consistent presence
in the community, the project became familiar to many, which led
to greater level of awareness and investment on the part of the
Nuxalk community. Prioritizing respectful relationships over
anticipated timelines allowed for ebb and flow of individual
availability and energy, and respect for conflicting community
priorities (e.g., funeral protocols, fish harvesting). As a result, the
project took place at a pace set by the community.  

However, continuous engagement of Nuxalkmc beyond the
project team and a core group of supporters remained a challenge
throughout the project. Attendance at project events (open
houses, workshops) was lower than related cultural events and
activities (ceremony, grease-making), despite persistent efforts.
Although financial incentives in the form of honoraria were
provided to consistent and more knowledgeable advisors,
incentivizing participation across family, social, and political
obstacles was difficult for western-style meetings. Many
Nuxalkmc were busy conducting day-to-day business, and
pressing needs and established relationships took precedence over
a long-term, seemingly abstract project with applications that may
have been difficult to envision at the time. Indeed, capacity of all
kinds is limited in small, isolated communities like Bella Coola;
peoples’ time and energy are spread thin, and there are many
conflicting priorities. Further, a small number of Nuxalkmc are
opposed to any project related to western eulachon science (which
is perceived to be killing eulachon), whereas others do not support
projects housed under the Nuxalk Administration Building, a site
of perceived neocolonial influence because of its origins in the
Indian Act (Joseph 2018), and ongoing role in administering

related government funds. Although we attempted to engage the
community as a whole, we also remained aware of situational
factors, attentive to differences in participation and limitations to
our reward structures. As such, it is certain that some Nuxalkmc
had more involvement and influence in the project than others,
depending on individual family relationships, community
position, knowledge, and means.  

Indeed, the project was necessarily situated in a network of
relationships within the community. Nuxalkmc team members
drew on established, long-standing connections with the Band
administration, schools, cultural workers, and family units to
which they were accountable. Attention to the full network of
relationships to which we were accountable helped frame and
motivate the project’s process. The advisory committee played a
key role in establishing project credibility in the eyes of the
community. Meanwhile, the annual eulachon ceremony (2014-
present) demonstrated the Stewardship Office’s continued
commitment to and understanding of the importance of spiritual
practice and community connection as it related to this work.
Each of our relationships extended beyond those explicitly
involved in the project, beyond family relationships, and into the
spirit and animal worlds. As project team members, we listened
to ancestors’ voices, conducted ceremonies by the river, and
sought to strengthen our relationships with the eulachon itself.
We learned that reframing management as a cultural activity was
key to community engagement. Ultimately, we understood that
our purpose was to serve eulachon (and by extension, the
community), a commitment that continues to this day.

Knowledge sharing and outcomes
The Sputc Project culminated in a 172-page, full-color book called
Alhqulh ti Sputc (Sputc Project Team 2017, Beveridge 2019).
Grounded in Nuxalk ways of knowing both ancestral and
contemporary, the book was intended for use by Nuxalk leaders,
educators, and community members, not for interpretation by
non-Nuxalk. Before printing, 19 Stataltmc approved a final draft
of the book, validating it as a foundation of Nuxalk knowledge
about eulachon and advocating its application in future eulachon
stewardship, thus demonstrating a remarkable level of support
and cohesion. Those who did not sign approval did so for reasons
unrelated to the form or content of the book.  

Following Nuxalk protocol, a community feast was held to
introduce and distribute the book, while affirming its validity
(Thompson 2017). Despite summer vacations and widespread
forest fires compromising peoples’ presence and availability, over
300 people enjoyed a traditional meal of salmon, smoked
eulachon, grease, and herring eggs. An illustrated story from the
book was told aloud in both Nuxalk language and English, and
instruction on how to do the sputc ceremonial dance was given.
The project team received high praise from Nuxalk Stataltmc,
who upheld the project as a model for future Nuxalk knowledge
documentation and representation. Meanwhile, a standing
ovation from the community at large suggested that the Sputc
Project had succeeded in engaging a broad range of Nuxalkmc
on the topics of eulachon values, stewardship, and governance,
and in producing an outcome that was accessible, authentically
Nuxalk, and valued by Nuxalkmc. A copy of the book was made
accessible to all Nuxalkmc over the age of 12, as well as to
community organizations and schools. Since the ceremony, over
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580 copies of the book have been distributed, and it has begun to
be used in school curriculum development and for Nuxalk Radio
programming. Nuxalkmc report that the book authentically
represents Nuxalk eulachon history and stewardship priorities,
promoting pride and responsibility related to eulachon
stewardship and ancestral governance (Beveridge 2019).

DISCUSSION
Although the Sputc Project process shared many commonalities
with community-based methodologies, its distinctly Nuxalk
approach was key to its success. The details of this case study may
be specific to the Nuxalk context, sharing generalized insights
about the key ingredients of Indigenous-driven research is
possible without ascribing to a pan-Indigenous perspective. To
this end, we provide: (1) a discussion of how the Sputc Project
reflected and enacted key Indigenous research principles; and (2)
consideration of the Sputc Project in relation to related academic
work in terms of its relationship to Indigenous, decolonizing, and
community-based research, including insights on choosing
Indigenous and community-based methodologies in the context
of environmental research and beyond.

Engaging Indigenous knowledge
In considering how Nuxalk people and knowledge systems
directed and influenced the Sputc Project process, four
interrelated principles emerged: (1) relational accountability; (2)
responsible, contextualized methods; (3) respectful representation;
and (4) reflexivity. These echo principles previously outlined
decolonizing and Indigenous methodologists to guide respectful
mixed-methodology research in Indigenous contexts (Louis 2007,
Wilson 2008, Kovach 2009, 2017, Carlson 2016). We consider how
community-engaged and Indigenous perspectives informed the
project in the enactment of these principles.

Relational accountability
Drawing on Nuxalk epistemology, the expressed intention of the
Sputc Project was to learn and share Nuxalk eulachon knowledge
“in a good way” (Ball and Janyst 2008, Kovach 2009, Stiegman
and Castleden 2015). This intention is reflected in the Indigenous
methodology literature as the principle of relational
accountability (Louis 2007, Wilson 2008, de Leeuw et al. 2012,
Latulippe 2015a, Carlson 2016). The Sputc Project owes much of
its success to it being a Nuxalk project and Nuxalkmc team
members’ pre-existing relationships and positions in the
community (to which each was accountable and responsible) as
well as that the project team was predominantly Nuxalk.
Respectful relationships deepened the community’s investment in
the project, the breadth and quality of knowledge shared, the
accuracy of knowledge representation, and the credibility of the
project. Among others, relationships with key political knowledge
holders (Caine et al. 2009, LaVeaux and Christopher 2009) were
key to our early engagement of local governance processes and
protocols. This highlights the importance of Indigenous
leadership because such relationships would have been
challenging for researchers less resourced or cognizant of the local
political context. Navigating the complex social and political
landscape of the community and building comfortable
relationships that promoted trust and knowledge sharing required
a great deal of time and attention. Indeed, differences in the
reception of settler and Nuxalkmc team members indicates the

importance of recognizing insider-outsider relationships and
their impact on research methods (Louis 2007, de Leeuw et al.
2012).  

Enacting relational accountability also meant acknowledging
Nuxalk teachings and values, protocols, and practices with
attention to our responsibility to a network of relations that
included extended community, ancestors, future generations,
land, and spirit (Louis 2007, Wilson 2008, Smith et al. 2016).
Given that relational knowledge is “nested, created, and re-
created within the context of relationships with other living
beings” (Kovach 2009:47), our responsibilities extended beyond
project participants and their relations to the river, and to
eulachon itself. Like Coombes et al. (2014), we found that
emphasizing relationship to this degree, “ethics become method,
data become life, landscape becomes author” (Coombes et al.
2014:850), and team members become friends (de Leeuw et al.
2012). Although community-based researchers also emphasize
co-learning and mutual or reciprocal exchange with research
participants (Wallerstein and Duran 2006, Castleden et al. 2008,
2012, Wulfhorst et al. 2008, LaVeaux and Christopher 2009,
Mulrennan et al. 2012, Adams et al. 2014), engagement with the
land and non-human beings may be an additional requirement in
the application of Indigenous methodologies or decolonizing
research (Carlson 2016).

Responsible, contextualized methods
Indigenous methodology specialists underline that conducting
respectful, meaningful research requires an in-depth engagement
with community authority and protocol (Louis 2007, Kovach
2009, 2017, Lavallée 2009, Carlson 2016, Crook et al. 2016, Whyte
et al. 2016). Indeed, Kovach (2017) underlines that “protocols are
ethics” in Indigenous research design. Applying distinct Nuxalk
cultural and political protocol meant involving ancestral
leadership in decision-making and advisory processes, ensuring
broad Nuxalk community engagement, and affirming shared
knowledge through payment, feasting, gifting, and food at
gatherings (Wilson and Restoule 2010, Kovach 2017). Informed
by an ethic of relationality and interdependence, this resulted in
a research process that may be characterized as iterative,
emergent, or cyclical, like many community-based processes
(Israel et al. 1998, LaVeaux and Christopher 2009). Although the
Sputc Project initially employed methods of knowledge
documentation and interpretation reminiscent of community-
based research (e.g., interviews and participatory workshops),
these methods were adapted as Nuxalk knowledge was engaged.
Our methods became increasingly open-ended and reciprocal:
interviews transformed into conversations, and workshops and
meetings took the form of open talking circles. Contextualized
iteration of knowledge documentation and interpretation
processes revealed underlying meanings, values, and teachings
that enabled us to remain responsible and accountable to
Nuxalkmc, including project collaborators, community, future
generations, lands, and ancestors.  

During the Sputc Project, we included a diversity of knowledge
sources and sharing processes to encourage peoples’ interaction
and interpretation of project materials, and found that partnering
with ceremonial functions and lands-based activities (e.g., grease-
making) was key to our learning and engagement. That sputc-

https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol26/iss4/art21/


Ecology and Society 26(4): 21
https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol26/iss4/art21/

related cultural events and activities (ceremony, grease-making)
were better attended than project events indicates the importance
of lands- and practice-based research methods (McGregor 2004,
Legat and Barnaby 2012, Simpson 2014, Wildcat et al. 2014), thus
the importance of reframing management as a cultural or even
ceremonial activity.  

Research employing Indigenous methodologies necessarily seeks
knowledge from “multiple and multidimensional sources” (both
internal and external, including dreams, journaling, and
ceremony), and implicit, “holistic, non-fragmented processes”
(Kovach 2017:227), including stories and oral histories,
narratives, personal accounts, conversation, and talking circles
(Louis 2007, Archibald 2008, Kovach 2009, Coombes et al. 2014,
Smith et al. 2016). As community researchers, we found that it
was essential to account for generational differences in experience
when engaging with knowledge-holders. For those referred to by
late Nuxalk leader Qwatsinas as the “lost” generation (Kirk
1986:247), practical learning during early adulthood had been
undermined by residential school and cultural assimilation
(Alfred 2009, Joseph 2018). Meanwhile, younger people lacked
experience as a result of eulachon’s disappearance. As a result,
there was a tendency for many Nuxalkmc to minimize their own
value and legitimacy as knowledge-holders. We learned to listen
carefully for (and value) second-hand and implicit knowledge.  

Many Indigenous researchers also emphasize the essential role of
language in transmitting cultural knowledge (Simpson 2011,
2017, Brown et al. 2012). Kovach (2017) suggested that to the
extent that Indigenous epistemologies are engaged, research
“ought to have a strong narrative component as part of its method
and presentation of findings” (Kovach 2009:35). Indeed,
narrative, visual, story-based, and conversational methods similar
to those used in the Sputc Project are often employed to bridge
community-based and Indigenous methodologies (Thomas 2005,
Castleden et al. 2008, Lavallée 2009, Kovach 2010). Key to both
approaches is a shift in the balance of power from researcher to
participant, such that participants or collaborators direct content
and tell their story on their own terms (Brown and Strega 2005,
Kovach 2009). In this spirit, the Sputc Project strived to be
consistent with reciprocal, relational ways of knowing, employing
story and other “emotive, affective, and narrative practices”
(Coombes et al. 2014:851) to highlight local ways of knowing and
being, providing space for the fluidity of metaphor and
symbolism, witnessing, and interpretation (Thomas 2005, Louis
2007, Kovach 2017).

Respectful representation
The Sputc Project’s iterative process and adaptive methods were
essential to our goal of “getting it right,” a practice that
Indigenous methodology specialists refer to as “respectful
representation” (Absolon and Willett 2004, Louis 2007, Coombes
et al. 2014, Kovach 2017). It was our experience that respectful
articulation and representation of Nuxalk knowledge required
appropriate direction, participation, and interpretation by
Nuxalkmc throughout the project process. Emphasizing
Nuxalkmc as the exclusive, autonomous originators and audience
of project materials (Schnarch 2004, First Nations Information
Governance Centre 2014) affected every decision point of the
Sputc Project process.  

When communicating with Nuxalkmc about the Sputc Project,
we used the language of “learning” and “sharing” to make the
process accessible and relatable. However, the process between
learning and sharing, which Kovach (2009) and Archibald (2008)
called “meaning making” (Archibald 2008, Kovach 2009) and we
refer to as interpretation, articulation, and representation, may
have been the most difficult part of “getting it right.” By many
accounts, we are not alone in this experience (Kovach 2009, 2017,
Castleden et al. 2012, Coombes et al. 2014). Although often most
apparent during the stage of knowledge sharing or dissemination,
respectful representation is contingent on mindful actions
throughout the research process (Absolon and Willett 2004, Louis
2007, Coombes et al. 2014, Kovach 2017). Although community-
based research methodologies emphasize the importance of
representation and voice (Wallerstein and Duran 2006, Minkler
2010, Tobias et al. 2013), this may be borne of interest in
accountability and power dynamics (Darroch and Giles 2014,
Muhammad et al. 2015) rather than in respect for Indigenous
knowledge sources and authority, as in the case of Indigenous
methodologies (McGregor 2004, Kovach 2009). Analytic
methods that extract or decontextualize knowledge are
inconsistent with Indigenous methodologies (Wilson 2008,
Kovach 2009, 2017, Castleden et al. 2012, Coombes et al. 2014),
particularly in the absence of a local partner entrenched in the
relevant Indigenous worldview (Castleden et al. 2012, Kovach
2017). Although community-based researchers advocate
privileging collaborative analysis, many western research
conventions in the context of resource management still assume
analytic authority is held by the researcher (Castleden et al. 2012,
Coombes et al. 2014). Indeed, community-based researchers often
successfully collaborate with Indigenous partners in research
initiation, design, and data collection, but experience challenges
when it comes to collaborative analysis and reporting (Castleden
et al. 2012, Mulrennan et al. 2012). This may point to an
underlying reluctance “to consider more fundamental and
ontological objections to collaboration” and an “ongoing
expectation of scholarly authority over research design and
implementation” (Coombes et al. 2014:848).  

According to Leanne Simpson, the alternative to extractivism is
respect, responsibility, relationship, and deep reciprocity (Klein
2013). However, “(r)eciprocity requires time and resources”
(Carlson 2016:14). Like other community-engaged Indigenous
research (Castleden et al. 2008, 2012, de Leeuw et al. 2012,
Mulrennan et al. 2012, Adams et al. 2014, Coombes et al. 2014),
the Sputc Project required extensive capacity and resources, time
and trust. Fortunately, financial resources and time were provided
by Nuxalk, academic, and funding partners. Sidestepping
academic and institutional pressures often experienced by
community-engaged researchers (Castleden et al. 2012, de Leeuw
et al. 2012, Coombes et al. 2014) involved substantial commitment
of time and resources; perseverance and a continued, long-term
presence in the community were essential elements of success.
Given this experience, not unlike many community-based
researchers (Israel et al. 1998, Wallerstein and Duran 2006,
Wulfhorst et al. 2008, Tobias et al. 2013), we recommend that
researchers consider that the local resources needed for
Indigenous people to participate as equal research partners are
often in limited supply, and related tasks often falls to a few
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already overextended individuals. Time and resource
commitments need to be explicitly outlined at the beginning of
the research process.

Reflexivity
In keeping with their emphasis on relationality, both community-
based and Indigenous methodologies underline that responsible
research requires “reflexivity” (Absolon and Willett 2005, Kovach
2009, Nicholls 2009). For example, based in critical theory, CBPR
is primarily concerned with reflexivity insofar as it exposes the
power relations within which knowledge is embedded, privileged,
and re-created (Wallerstein and Duran 2006, de Leeuw et al. 2012,
Darroch and Giles 2014, Muhammad et al. 2015). Based on
Indigenous epistemologies, Indigenous methodologies’ focus on
reflexivity is more personal, highlighting the researcher’s place in
(and responsibility to) a network of established relationships and
knowledge (Absolon and Willett 2005, Wilson 2008, Kovach
2009, Nicholls 2009, Absolon 2011). During the Sputc Project,
reflexive meetings and conversations on the part of the research
team enabled us to adapt the project methods and methodologies
based on circumstances and input as our understanding, roles,
and relationships evolved. Within and beyond the project team,
explicit inclusion of prayer at the beginning of meetings and
regular retreats or lands-based activities would have further
facilitated a systematic, collective reflexive process (Nicholls
2009) based in Nuxalk protocols and practices.

Distinguishing between research methodologies in Indigenous
contexts
Addressing epistemological differences is a necessary challenge
of doing Indigenous research, touching on the core tenets of
knowledge production and purpose (Kovach 2009). We underline
the importance of interrogating who produces knowledge, for/
with whom, how (using what theory), and for what purposes
(Smith 1999, Brown and Strega 2005, Kovach 2009). We consider
the Sputc Project process to illustrate the distinctions between
Indigenous and community-based methodologies, both in terms
of their epistemological foundations and their orientation to the
goals of decolonization and resurgence. Was it based in
Indigenous or community-based methodologies and to what
extent was the project decolonizing?  

From its conception, the Sputc Project was fundamentally
concerned with cultural and political resurgence, focused on
knowledge (re)generation for and by Nuxalkmc, based on Nuxalk
ways of knowing. Initiated and led by Nuxalk people, priorities,
and knowledge, the Sputc Project constituted a distinctly Nuxalk
approach to knowledge documentation, interpretation,
articulation, and representation. From inception to completion,
the project drew on distinct knowledge systems held by Nuxalk
people, including cultural teachings, values, ancestral governance
protocols, and decision-making practices. It was important for
the project and book to be recognized by Nuxalkmc as
authentically Nuxalk, which is to say, as being a true
representation of Nuxalk history and knowledge. As such,
Nuxalk project leaders and collaborators consider the project to
be a Nuxalk-specific methodology.  

However, non-Nuxalk perspectives necessarily influenced project
processes and priorities, both through the biases of a non-
Nuxalkmc project coordinator and through the unavoidable
influence of Nuxalkmc with western educations and influences.

Further, although the project engaged Nuxalk epistemologies, it
also employed many methods informed by non-Nuxalk research
approaches. Although aspiring to an entirely Nuxalk project,
Nuxalk leadership utilized external funding, resources, and
capacity (including co-lead author RB) to advance the project, as
needed. This resulted in a mutually beneficial, hybrid research
process serving both Nuxalk and academic purposes. As such, we
must ultimately consider the Sputc Project a mixed Indigenous
and community-based methodology, informed by both Nuxalk
and western knowledge systems, or as a co-created research
project according to Shirk et al.’s (2012) classification.  

To consider the epistemological and methodological orientation
of the Sputc Project, we also found it helpful to consider how
Indigenous and community-based methodologies relate to the
processes of decolonization and resurgence. Although some
scholars position decolonizing or anti-colonial approaches in
their own methodological category (Chalmers 2017), we
understand decolonization to be an over-arching practice and
goal capable of informing any research methodology (Carlson
2016, Fortier 2017). In this sense, both community-based and
Indigenous methodologies may or may not fall under the umbrella
of “decolonizing” (Kovach 2009, Evans et al. 2014). For example,
community-engaged research (including science) that pushes
back on colonial forces that continue to separate Indigenous
people from ancestral lands and resources may be decolonizing
in intent and practice. However, applying a generalized anti-
oppressive lens, or “increasing the self-determination and
participation of research subjects and upholding values of
reciprocity”, as in community-engaged research, is not in itself
decolonizing (Tuck and Yang 2012, Carlson 2016:6).  

Meanwhile, Indigenous methodologies may be decolonizing in
that they constitute an act of resistance to external systems of
knowledge production, emphasizing Indigenous peoples’ “right
to tell their own histories, recover their own traditional knowledge
and culturally grounded pedagogies, epistemologies and
ontologies” (Stewart-Harawira 2013:41, Coombes et al. 2014).
However, Indigenous methodologies are not necessarily
decolonizing: they also necessarily engage internal knowledge
systems and ancestral intellectual traditions, supporting cultural
and political resurgence, sometimes without engaging settler-
colonial elements. (Re)emerging resurgent research is not focused
on a struggle against settler-colonialism, but on (re)producing
knowledge for and by Indigenous people (Alfred 2005, Corntassel
2012, Coulthard 2014, Simpson 2017, Asch et al. 2018, Corntassel
et al. 2018). Leanne Simpson (2008) articulates that  

...one of our most critical and immediate tasks in building
an Indigenous resurgence is ensuring that the knowledge
of our ancestors is taught to the coming generations. But,
according to our intellectual traditions, how we do this is
as important or perhaps more important than the product
of our efforts... So, the first thing we must recover is our
own Indigenous ways of knowing, our own Indigenous
ways of protecting, sharing, and transmitting knowledge,
our own Indigenous intellectual traditions. And we must
begin to practice and live those traditions on our own
terms (Simpson 2008:74).  

This assertion echoes Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s (1999) description
of decolonizing methodologies as “centering our concerns and
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worldviews, and coming to know... from our own perspectives and
for our own purposes” (Smith 1999:39). So doing requires
learning and applying Indigenous knowledge related to cultural
protocol, decision making, and governance systems (Smith 1999,
Alfred 2005, Simpson 2008, Evans et al. 2014, Chalmers 2017),
as we attempted through the Sputc Project.  

Although the Sputc Project certainly aimed to de-center settler
knowledge systems, decolonization (resistance to dominant
power structures) was secondary to the primary goal of
resurgence (emphasizing Nuxalk strength and knowledge
sources); it was a Nuxalk research project whose success was based
on Nuxalk knowledges and methodology. Meanwhile, situated at
the intersection of community and academic research, our work
is intended to serve as a bridge between the practical work of
Indigenous resurgence and nation-strengthening, and decolonizing
academic work related to Indigenous knowledge documentation,
interpretation, and representation. It is firmly decolonizing in its
intent, aiming to uphold the resurgent work of the Sputc Project
and inform others doing similar work.

CONCLUSION
As scholars in environmental management and beyond seek to
strengthen and decolonize their research practices, they require
methodologies capable of respectfully engaging Indigenous
people, knowledge, values, and priorities. We drew on our
experience of the Nuxalk Sputc Project as a successful example
of applying an Indigenous research approach in the context of
eulachon management. Founded and led by the Nuxalk
Stewardship Office in Bella Coola, the Sputc Project engaged
Nuxalkmc in learning and sharing knowledge about eulachon
history, values, and stewardship to create a foundation for Nuxalk
eulachon management authority (Sputc Project Team 2017).  

Engaging both Indigenous and community-based research
perspectives, we suggested that the Sputc Project’s distinctly
Nuxalk approach was key to its success. In particular, engaging
Nuxalk knowledge required relational accountability, responsible,
contextualised methods, respectful representation, and reflexivity.
This supported a Nuxalk-driven research approach distinct from
community-based methodologies, increasing Nuxalk research
capacity and strengthening self-determined decision-making
authority (Beveridge et al. 2020). Although some of the learning
from the Sputc Project may be directly applied to other local
projects (e.g., research protocols, decision-making processes), the
scale and extent of this project should not be underappreciated.
Indeed, the most valuable elements of the process (including
broad Nuxalk engagement, iterative, cyclical process, and local
leadership) could not have been achieved without significant
resources (organization, time, space, funding), community
connections, and a long-term presence in the community.  

For those interested in applying Indigenous methodologies and/
or engaging Indigenous perspectives in environmental
management, we described an example of mixed Indigenous and
community-directed research. Our intent is that this work should
support Indigenous leaders, researchers, and allies to consider
engagement with decolonizing and Indigenous theories in their
own manner and for their own purposes. It may also serve as an
example for those supporting Indigenous resurgence and self-
determination in other substantive areas, or with other species. If
and when Alhqulh ti Sputc is shared beyond the community, our

work can provide complementary insight into the process
underlying the project. Among others, we detail how the project
adhered to community protocols, used Indigenous methods of
engaging Nuxalk knowledge, and aimed for respectful
articulation of knowledge.  

Through the example of the Sputc Project, we shared theoretical
and practical insights about distinguishing between Indigenous
and community-based research methodologies, and the
relationship of each to decolonizing and resurgent research
approaches. We suggested that appropriately applying Indigenous
methodologies has the potential to move research toward
authentically and respectfully supporting Indigenous resurgence
and self-determination in the interpretation, production, and
articulation of knowledge used in environmental management
and beyond. Meanwhile, decolonizing approaches can adopt
many of the same values and principles, including respectful
collaboration, engaging Indigenous knowledge, priorities,
perspectives, and people. An informed understanding by
community leaders and researchers of these methodological
options, and selection of methods based on the positions and
preferences of each, is key to promoting a balanced power
relationship between partners in the choice of research methods.

Responses to this article can be read online at: 
https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/issues/responses.
php/12702
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