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Cultural, Historical and 
Intergenerational Trauma Among 
Indigenous Peoples



What happened to Indigenous 
Peoples?

¤ The discussion of trauma vis-à-vis Indigenous peoples must 
be seen within the historical context of well-being

¤ The influence of practices that were aimed at integrating 
First peoples in Canada and US into the “dominant culture” 
was the process of colonization, policies of land 
appropriation, sovereignty and administration of every 
aspect of “The Indian” or “The Inuk”, with the aim of 
assimilation.

¤ The various practices included moving Indigenous peoples 
away from their traditional lands and limiting their ability to 
carry out traditional ceremonies and traditional activities.

¤ Colonialism resulted in undermining Indigenous languages, 
culture, spirituality, traditions and beliefs, loss of family ties, 
community networks, loss of children and loss of land and 
resources
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Base Statistical Information

¤ In Canada, indigenous people represent almost 5% of 
the total population
¤ 977,230 – First Nations
¤ 587, 545 – Metis
¤ 65,025 – Inuit

¤ Fastest growing population in Canada with some regions 
having 50% of indigenous populations as youth under 25 
yo / in direct contrast to the rest of Canada (higher 
seniors growth)



Other Statistical Context
¤ Unfortunately, indigenous persons are represented higher in 

institutions in Canada including:
¤ Child welfare / government care (Jordan’s Principle, Sixties 

Scoop)
¤ Incarceration
¤ Family violence (MMIW) with 4X higher rates of violence for First 

Nations girls and women / 10X higher for Inuit 
¤ High rates of girls and women in regional human trafficking 

cases
¤ Highest suicide rates per capita in Canada
¤ Homelessness / overcrowding
¤ Social and Health Indicators (diabetes, cancers, food insecurity, 

poor water quality, housing)
¤ Underemployment
¤ Lower rates of education graduation (though increasing)



Regional Populations and Churn

¤ Depending on where you live in Canada, there may be 
fewer or more indigenous peoples in your region

¤ 70 distinct indigenous languages in total / many lost or on 
the verge of being archived

¤ Over 630 First Nation communities alone in Canada

¤ High rate of “churn” between rural, remote or isolated 
indigenous communities to urban centres

¤ In Saskatoon and Winnipeg, indigenous populations will 
become the majority by 2030 due to population growth, 
inmigration, education, employment and choice



Regional Variations - North
¤ About 65,000 Inuit live in 51 communities located in four regions in 

northern Canada (ITK 2020)
¤ Inuvialuit (Northwest Territories)
¤ Nunatsiavut (Newfoundland and Labrador)
¤ Nunavik (Quebec)
¤ Nunavut 

¤ About one in five Inuit live in urban areas such as 
Ottawa/Gatineau, Montreal, Yellowknife, Edmonton and Winnipeg

¤ The Inuit Nunangat is 35% of Canada’s landmass including lan and 
50% of coastline, water and ice: all elements important to Inuit 
culture and way of life.

¤ The four regions are unique, but they share similar historic and 
current experiences and realities.
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Learn The History of Indigenous 
Experiences
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Residential School

¤ First Nations, Inuit and Metis children were taken away 
from their parents and their communities and sent to 
church-run residential schools

¤ The policy was to integrate them into “mainstream” 
society through education but many were subjected to 
traumatic experiences that eroded indigenous identity, 
self esteem, culture and language loss and family 
disruption
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Source: We Were So Far Away: The Inuit Experience of Residential Schools, http://weweresofaraway.ca/survivor-
stories/salamiva-weetaltuk/

http://weweresofaraway.ca/survivor-stories/salamiva-weetaltuk/


Tuberculosis sanitoria relocation

¤ Between 125 to 1960’s, Inuit patients were sent one of eight 
TB sanitoria in QC or ON for treatment

¤ Children were particularly vulnerable to the loss of cultural 
knowledge and language

¤ Poor record-keeping led to the return of some patients to 
the wrong communities

¤ Some families waited for their loved ones to return, never 
being informed that they had died at the hospital.

¤ Many families do not know where loved ones are buried.
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Source: https://www.qtcommission.ca/sites/default/files/public/thematic_reports/thematic_reports_english_aaniajurlirniq.pdf



Forced Relocations
¤ Between 1950 to 1975, Inuit mobility changed from hunting 

and seasonal rounds to directed relocations.

¤ Some moves were coerced – some voluntary – but the 
effects on the moves were significant.

¤ Inuit experienced relocations (planned movement by 
government for Arctic sovereignty), migration (voluntary or 
through enticement), dislocation (coerced moves) or 
evacuation (temporary due to emergencies) into 
settlements.

¤ Harmful impacts included separation from family and from 
the cultural practices that were central to a worldview 
rooted in kinship, place, the land and its resources.
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https://www.qtcommission.ca/sites/default/files/public/thematic_reports/thematic_reports_english_nuutauniq.pdf



Sled dog slaughter

¤ Systematic killing of qimmiit from 1957-1975 in communities 
due to disease, loose dogs and intimidation of owners.

¤ Qimmiit (sled dog) were the only means of winter 
transportation and were of many other vital uses
¤ Pulled sleds in the winter
¤ Carried packs in the summer
¤ Sniffed out seal holes
¤ Avoided ice cracks in fog and darkness
¤ Warded off polar bears
¤ Provided companionship and status to a man as a great hunter, 

independence and crucial to be a good provider.
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Source: https://www.qtcommission.ca/sites/default/files/public/thematic_reports/thematic_reports_english_qimmiliriniq.pdf



Self-awareness as a Trauma Informed 
Professional



Cultural Safety: 
Inuit Family and Community Experiences
¤ To work in a trauma-informed manner is 

to be culturally safe

¤ Cultural awareness is a key component 
of being and working in a trauma-
informed manner

¤ Aligned with Inuit societal values this 
means to have a common 
understanding and respect, open 
mindedness and come to a consensus 
with your client’s beliefs, needs for 
protection and choice

¤ Provide a safe environment, open 
communication, be direct and 
respectful, working together in a 
meaningful way

¤ Understanding through language, 
cultural worldview, community reality 
and context to guide them on what 
supports are available to move forward



Trauma Foundations



Rooting a Trauma-informed 
approach in IQ Principles

¤ Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit is the foundation upon which 
social/emotional, spiritual cognitive and physical well-being 
is built.  

¤ It also set the strength-based context for the wellbeing of all 
future generations.  

¤ Cultural health is the bases for every other kind of health 
because in it resides the sense of identity, the collective 
social supports for the individual, and the sense of belonging 
grounded in longing, healthy and supportive relationships.  

¤ These are the requirements that nurture health in individuals. 



Inuit societal values, commonly referred to 
as IQ Principles, provide guidance on how 
people should live and work with each other 
and the environment.

Piliriqatigiinniq
This value emphasizes working together for a common cause.

Qanuqtuurniq
Inuit highly value qanuqtuurniq, or being innovative and resourceful.

Pijitsirniq
This value is about serving and providing for family and community.

Inuuqatigiitsiarniq
Inuuqatigiitsiarniq guides us to respect and care for other people and our 
relationships so that we can all live together in harmony.



Tunnganarniq
Tunnganarniq emphasizes the role being open, welcoming and 
inclusive plays in fostering positive relationships.

Aajiiqatigiinniq
This value means decision making through discussion and consensus.

Pilimmaksarniq
Pilimmaksarniq is about learning and mastering new skills through 
observation, mentoring, practice and effort.

Avatittinnik
Avatittinnik is about respect and care for the land, animals and the 
environment. Inuit enjoy a long-standing relationship with the land.
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Predominant trauma symptoms
Trauma can cause major changes in 
how a person thinks, feels and acts.

These problems get in the way of a 
person’s ability to work and interact 
with other people.

With most mental wellness, it 
fluctuates on a daily basis, for every 
person, and can change over time.

For those with symptoms, they can 
improve with help and interventions, 
and with little support, can worsen.



Specialized Forms of Trauma





Specialized Categories of Trauma
1-03-20

25



Historical Trauma
¤ The cumulative emotional harm of an individual or 

generation caused by a traumatic experience or event

¤ Historical Trauma Response (HTR) is evidenced from 
unresolved grief and loss and is exhibited in substance use 
and other self harming activities

¤ Continues to affect subsequent generations
¤ Stressful events experienced by indigenous peoples must 

be viewed in the context of longstanding historical 
traumas (cultural trauma and impact of policies and 
physical forced relocations)

WARNING:  It is not culturally safe to assume that everyone 
within a group or community or family has been impacted 
by historical trauma.  That can be stigmatizing and risks 
pathologizing peoples.
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Ambiguous Loss

¤ Ambiguous loss is experienced by those whose family 
members are missing

¤ The loss of family members who are missing 
¤ Left the community to urban centres for work, education, 

medical treatment and lost contact;
¤ Runaways or kidnapped and never heard from again; 
¤ Hunters or fishermen unconfirmed lost while away;
¤ Victims of suspected foul play

¤ Family members live in extended grief and loss, with periods 
of hope, but deep emotional pain and questions

¤ Indigenous missing and murdered women and girls fall into 
this category, with family members left without answers and 
unresolved grief from the loss
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Intergenerational Trauma

¤ When trauma is unresolved it is internalized into the mental, 
emotional, physical and spiritual fabric of the person

¤ The trauma is passed on from one generation to the next 
manifesting as
¤ Inter-familial violence
¤ Socioeconomic factors of poverty
¤ Psycho-social factors of parenting and attachment
¤ Neurobiological (neuro-endocrine) factors

¤ When trauma is not resolved in one generation – when it is 
ignored, or there is no support for dealing with it – the 
trauma is passed onto the next generation.

¤ The unhealthy ways of behaving – the fruits of the trauma 
tree – can be passed on to children, without ever addressing 
the root problem: the original trauma(s).
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Consequences of intergenerational 
trauma

¤ Displacement and fundamental socio-economic changes 
to Inuit has led to family histories of ongoing trauma and 
dependencies, and maladaptive coping

¤ The trauma has led to a loss of cultural understanding and 
cultural behaviours to deal effectively with trauma

¤ Science of the brain has found that individuals who 
experience chronic and persistent stress develop a 
hypersensitivity to it, with negative behaviours becoming 
learned patterns of behaviour and modeling for children

¤ Individuals suffering from historical trauma often have more 
complex needs requiring long term and comprehensive 
care
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Applying a Trauma-informed 
Approach in Indigenous 
Communities

Inuuqatigiitsiarniq

Inuuqatigiitsiarniq guides us to respect and care for other 
people and our relationships so that we can all live together in 
harmony.



Trauma-Informed Principles

¤Inuuqatigiitsiarniq
Inuuqatigiitsiarniq guides us to respect and care for other 
people and our relationships so that we can all live together 
in harmony.

¤Tunnganarniq
Tunnganarniq emphasizes the role being open, welcoming 
and inclusive plays in fostering positive relationships.













Who Are We? Who is Our Client?



Social Location

¤ Explore and recognize one’s own power and privilege

¤ Biases 

¤ Invisible backpack exercise

¤ Intersectionality of Inuit communities and being a 
professional working in Nunavut





Your Trauma-informed Toolkit

¤ Empathy

¤ Open listening

¤ Cultural awareness to offer cultural safety

¤ Relationship building

¤ Understanding the complexities of social indicators of 
Inuit health

¤ The healing power of confidentiality 

¤ The power of choice for those feeling powerless/helpless







Trauma-informed Care provides:

The foundation for a basic 
understanding of the whole 
person impact that trauma 
and violence have on your 

clients

Incorporates proven practices 
into current practices to 

deliver services that 
acknowledge the role that 

violence and victimization in 
the lives of individuals and 

families entering our systems

From Inuit Societal Values 
systems must recognize and 

integrate Inuit ways of 
knowing, doing and being to 

strengthen harmony and 
relations



Supporting Clients in HT Cases

¤ In cases of HT, supporting clients have additional 
contextual issues
¤ Dual Relationships – the interconnectivity of employee 

relations based on family ties
¤ Abuse of power – direct or perceived threats of livelihood, 

housing and reputation, lateral violence and bullying
¤ Physical and mental health triggers – the cumulative impact 

of a client’s subjective assessment of HT within their overall 
wellness and the impact of intergenerational or current 
trauma





Contact Information


