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Social participation of elders and 
intergenerational solidarities or how to inform 

the direct contribution of elders to the well-being 
of the Indigenous communities of Québec

Interview with Chantal Viscogliosi,  Professor, École de réadaptation, 
Université de Sherbrooke

Conducted by Julie Cunningham, postdoctoral fellow at the INRS, 
September 19,  2018

Connecting 
occupational 
therapy and 
working with 
Indigenous 
elders as a 
starting point 
for the research 
project
As a trained occupational therapist, 
Chantal Viscogliosi found herself in 
the field of Indigenous studies as she 
was preparing to pursue a postdoctor-
al degree. During a discussion with a 
colleague, she hears of the existence of 
the École d’études autochtones à l’Uni-
versité du Québec en Abitibi-Témis-
camingue (UQAT). Shortly thereafter, 
she decides to contact the director of 
the school to present her intention of 
undertaking a postdoctoral degree 
under his supervision. While reading 
publications on Indigenous realities, 
Chantal reflects on the definition from 
an original - and useful! - perspective 
that would combine occupational ther-
apy with her interest in working with 
elders to orient her research project. 

Of course, based on a strong experi-
ence established over several years 
with this clientele, she had developed 
a professional practice anchored in the 
development of strategies focussed on 
the use of preserved capacities.

For me, it was obvious that I had 
to work with elders because I had 
always done that, and I have much 
in common with people in this age 
group. I enjoy discussing with elders. 
I enjoy intervening with them and 
working from their strengths. With 
the reading I had done and having 
had discussions with people around 
me, suddenly, something flashed in 
my mind that seemed to me an in-
teresting way of orienting my post-
doctoral degree project.

My idea was: rather than approach-
ing the realities of Indigenous elders 
as services recipients, it would be to 
see how their specific contributions 
are able to respond to the different 
challenges experienced in their re-
spective communities.

A funding 
opportunity and 
time constraints: 
the uncertainties 
of research 
partnerships
Shortly after having been admitted for 
the postdoctoral degree, Chantal and 
her director see that the SSHRC had 
launched a call for proposals for pro-
jects pertaining to synthesis of know-
ledge. The parameters of the project are 
truly relevant to the context of the re-
search project in development and very 
quickly, it is agreed to apply. However, 
with the preoccupation of wanting to 
avoid unnecessary disruption in the 
Indigenous communities, Chantal and 
the co-researchers decide to first of all 
target Indigenous organizations such 
as the FNQLHSSC and the Cree Board 
of Health and Social Services of James 
Bay, to request their advice about the 
initial research question and invite 
them to collaborate.
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I had written a paragraph that I for-
warded to potential partners. The 
objective was to determine with 
them if the project corresponded to 
their priorities or if they would like 
to articulate the question different-
ly. The comments received after my 
contacting them proposed relatively 
minor changes. The original idea 
therefore somewhat remained  the 
same. People found it interesting to 
use the strengths of the elders as a 
foundation. Therefore, they agreed 
to collaborate with us.

As a second step, the idea was to begin 
consultation procedures with a divers-
ity of Indigenous communities, that is, 
without the time constraint due to the 
deadline imposed by the SSHRC and 
ideally after having obtained the con-
firmation of funding acquisition.

A few weeks later, Chantal receives 
confirmation that the application was 
accepted. A new round of discussions 
begins with new Indigenous represent-
ative authorities; the Conseil de la na-
tion huronne-wendat (Wendake), the 
Conseil des Abénakis d’Odanak, the 
Mohawk Council of Kanesatake, the 
Conseil des Atikamekw de Manawan, 
the Conseil de bande de Uashat mak 
Mani-Utenam, the Cree Nation of Chis-
asibi, the Conseil de la Première Nation 
Abitibiwinni de Pikogan, and the Inuit 
village of Kuujjuaq were all contacted 
and invited to collaborate. The  para-
graph previously summarizing the ob-
jectives of the project is then forwarded 
to them while specifying that the re-
search question could be refined and 

revised to better harmonize with the 
realities of each community. In general, 
Chantal’s invitation was transferred to 
those in charge of issues pertaining to 
elders, and whom she would contact 
afterwards to discuss the project ver-
bally more fully, discuss the research 
question proposed on the contribution 
of Indigenous elders to well-being, dis-
cuss the partnership considered for the 
synthesis of knowledge, and answer 
their questions. Chantal proposed to 
the participating communities a meth-
odology honouring Indigenous sources 
and oral tradition. In fact, she proposed 
the inclusion of written, audio, and 
video documents suggested by the 
elders of the different Indigenous na-
tions in Québec. Furthermore, because 
oral tradition is especially important 
among First Nations peoples, the in-
tention of collaborating with the com-
munities provided the elders with the 
opportunity to share experiences that 
are not necessarily included in the writ-
ten, audio, and video documents.

In all participating communities, this 
proposal was enthusiastically wel-
comed by the elders, who were very 
generous at the perspective of sharing 
their knowledge of existing resources 
describing the contribution of Indigen-
ous elders to well-being, as well as nar-
rate experiences they had heard on the 
same topic.

After discussing with the elder repre-
sentatives in each community about 
her desire to offer as a gift, a summary 
of the Indigenous elders’ contribution 
to well-being according to scientif-

ic literature as well as the secondary 
analysis of the data from the Aborig-
inal Peoples Survey (APS, 2012), as 
an introduction to the thematic coffee 
meetings and due to the interest gen-
erated by this proposal, Chantal begins 
these research and analyses. With the 
APS (2012) data, she analyses the rela-
tions between variables for population 
well-being and spending time with an 
elder or while benefitting from the sup-
port of an elder. 

When interlocutors confirmed their in-
terest in participating in the project, a 
date was set for Chantal’s arrival. Dur-
ing her visit, Chantal was to facilitate 
the coffee meetings and set up indi-
vidual meetings, depending on prefer-
ences in each community.

Some places considered the coffee 
meeting formula more interesting 
for sharing and mentioned that 
group discussions are stimulating 
and allow for new ideas to come 
forth. In other communities, after 
the coffee meetings, some partici-
pants wished to continue individ-
ually to further develop certain as-
pects of the elders’ contributions. I 
adapted to the preference of each 
community.

Overall, initial contact and subsequent 
discussions took place between De-
cember 2016 and August 2017. The 
summer period was intensive since the 
final report was to be submitted Sep-
tember 11, 2017. This was quite a feat 
which, in hindsight, leaves the research-
er happy with the work accomplished, 
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but wishing the pace for the work had 
been less intensive to allow for meet-
ings within the communities for which 
the procedure for the establishment for 
partnerships requires more time.

It was necessary to work extremely 
quickly to respect the requirements 
of the funding. I really did all I could, 
considering the circumstances, to 
avoid putting pressure on the com-
munities. But despite this, I would 
have preferred to have more time to 
solicit retroaction, integrate more 
perspectives...

Source: CBHSSJB, 2018.

Coffee meetings: 
a fertile 
ground for the 
circulation of 
ideas
As agreed with the communities, the 
coffee meetings organized in each 
community, except for Pikogan and 
Kuujjuaq, were an opportunity for 
Chantal to explain her procedure and 
the objectives of the research, and to 
solicit from the participants a sharing of 
knowledge and experiences. After shar-
ing the summary of what was found in 
scientific literature on the contribution 
of Indigenous elders to well-being, in 
turn, the elders shared knowledge and 
experiences, and proposed written, 
video, or audio Indigenous sources 
discussing the contributions of elders 
to well-being in their communities. The 
information that emerged from this 
co-development with the elders was 
included in the synthesis of knowledge 
produced subsequently. The elders 
were also encouraged to share their 
knowledge about projects pertaining 
to aspects of elder participation in the 
community which, this time, had not 
yet been documented to date.

Seeing the elders’ desire that these 
experiences undocumented in writ-
ing be included in the synthesis of 
knowledge, in respect of oral trad-
ition, I included them, obviously 
without the claim that the synthesis 
is exhaustive in this area. When I 
came back home, I relaunched the 
search in the search engines to see 
if there was any documentation on 
the subject. And in some cases, my 
search was fruitful!

Those people who participated in the 
coffee meetings were elders for the 
majority, but there were also a few 
political representatives and youth in 
certain cases.

Through this co-development, I 
wished to collect a diversity of 
viewpoints. The small poster an-
nouncing the coffee meetings 
specified that everyone was wel-
come, but in the end, the elders 
were the ones who felt concerned 
the most. They wanted to have 
their strengths documented. But 
they also expressed the concern 
that I come back and for the re-
search to be useful. Yes, this was a 
very important concern and I have 
never forgotten it. Upon completion 
of the synthesis of knowledge, I 
sent an invitation out to everyone 
to go back and share the results 
and consider avenues for action. 
This is how, during a coffee meet-
ing on the sharing of the results, 
the idea of the creation of a toolkit 
on the contribution of Indigenous 
elders to well-being was proposed 
by an elder. The elders proposed 
the production of audio and written 
versions in French and in English, a 
Cree version and a drawn version. 
The latter could subsequently be 
used for intergenerational activities 
with children.
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Treatment 
and analysis 
of data: an 
epistemological 
issue
To proceed with the codification of 
the different types of actions by elders 
and the benefits generated by these 
actions, the team’s researchers, includ-
ing an Indigenous researcher, were in-
spired by the categories of the WHO’s 
International Classification of Func-
tioning, Disability and Health (2001). 
Very quickly, the team agreed to modify 
some categories that were insufficient 
to describe the contributions of the In-
digenous elders.

Hunting, for example, is considered 
a leisure activity according to this 
classification. But for Indigenous 
elders, hunting is not a leisure ac-
tivity! Hunting is grounded in a 
relationship to a very specific terri-
tory according to their worldview... 
It is therefore insulting for most of 
them to be told that the hunting 
they practice corresponds to a “lei-
sure activity”... It is the same thing 
with traditional crafts activities. It 
was therefore necessary to modify 
and enhance categorization to ac-
count for these cultural differences 
as to the meaning of certain prac-
tices within the Indigenous context. 
Would it be necessary to develop a 
completely new one entirely based 

on an array of Indigenous perspec-
tives? Probably. This constitutes a 
limit to our research, and we are 
truly clear on that subject.

Other discussions also touched on the 
way history is treated, whether oral 
or in the documentation produced by 
Indigenous organizations in the syn-
thesis of knowledge. Substantially, 
where in selected scientific literature 
the actions are documented apart from 
the benefits, in the Indigenous sources, 
the benefits were not often explicitly 
mentioned. These discussions allowed 
for the enhancement of the synthesis 
of knowledge by the promotion of In-
digenous knowledge.

During the coffee meetings, the 
elders mentioned that, in the In-
digenous worldview, the learning 
process, the experience related to 
the action, is at least as important 
as the results, if not more. There-
fore, rather than prioritizing respect 
for a scientific methodology, we 
respected this epistemology. We 
therefore included the documen-
tation though it did not comply 
with the predetermined inclusion 
criteria, that is, explicitly mention 
the benefits. Thus, contrary to sci-
entific literature, for Indigenous 
sources, we have included the liter-
ature mentioning actions of elders 
without necessarily always explicit-
ly describing their benefits if they 
weren’t reported by the elders.

The co-development of the synthesis 
of knowledge was achieved thanks to 
the contributions of multiple partners, 
including communities of eight differ-
ent Indigenous nations (Anicinapek,  
Atikamekw, Abenakis, Huron-Wendat, 
Mohawk, Cree, Innu, Inuit). Other organ-
izations also contributed to the develop-
ment of the synthesis of knowledge, in-
cluding the First Nations of Québec and 
Labrador Health and Social Services Com-
mission (FNQLHSSC), the Val-d’Or and 
Sept-Iles Native Friendship Centres, the 
International Network on the Disability 
Creation Process (INDCP), the Canadian 
Medical Association, the Cree Board of 
Health and Social Services of James Bay, 
the Coalition pour le maintien à domi-
cile, the Fédération des centres d’action 
bénévole du Québec, the Community 
Health Representatiave at the Temisk-
aming First Nation Centre, the Réseau de 
recherche et de connaissances relatives 
aux peuples autochtones (DIALOG), the 
Institut du vieillissement et de la partici-
pation sociale.

The toolkit 
and its diverse 
versions: 
knowledge 
mobilization 
tools requested 
by the community
Following a first year of meetings and 
discussions, the second phase of the 
project consisted of the production 
of various tools for the mobilization 
of knowledge, in keeping with the re-
quests expressed by the communities. 
Two scientific articles and three arti-
cles in mainstream newspapers were 
written, one participation in Chisasibi’s 

Cree elders of Chisasibi during a cultural day where 
they share their know-how. Source: CBHSSJB, 2018.



T
O

O
L

B
O

X
 O

F
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H
 P

R
IN

C
IP

L
E

S
 I

N
 A

N
 A

B
O

R
IG

IN
A

L
 C

O
N

T
E

X
T

community radio took place, as well 
as many presentations inviting elders 
who had participated in the project, in-
cluding one at the UQAT in September 
2018.

Furthermore, with financial assistance 
from the DIALOG Network, an elder’s 
suggestion for the development of a 
toolkit was implemented. This toolkit pro-
vides examples of elders’ contributions to 
the well-being of their community.

The toolkit is a sort of repertoire of 
actions undertaken by elders and the 
ensuing benefits of these actions ac-
cording to five categories. The first cat-
egory, the transmission of knowledge, 
refers to actions where the elders are 
authors, conference speakers, or go 
into classrooms to share stories, teach-
ings pertaining to culture, language, 
knowledge. The second category con-
cerns contributions regarding inter-
personal relationships. For example, 
this could be counseling for couples 
in difficulty or for children’s education, 
conflict resolution, etc. The volunteer 
category is quite vast and concerns any 
non remunerated activities in which 
elders are involved. The work cat-
egory is also quite vast. For example, 
it could be work done at the request 
of the Minister of Education to orient 
school textbooks or programs, so they 
converge with the values of the com-
munities. Finally, the community life 
category concerns all the contributions 
at this level: there are actions such as 
the organizations of cultural days or 
events, or social mobilization for the 
protection of the forest, water, or land, 
for example. 

Homepage for the 
toolkit: www.
boaa-iet.org
On the website, reference cards pre-
senting highlights may be consulted: 
which community is involved, what the 
main action is, what benefits result from 
these actions, as well as bibliographical 
references that discuss such contribu-
tions. Although much appreciated by the 
partners, some communities said that 
they preferred an audio version of the 
information gathered. The team there-
fore produced audio capsules of ap-
proximately 20 minutes in French and in 
English. These capsules provide details 
in story format of examples of elders’ 
contributions to community well-being. 
At the request of Cree elders, a Cree au-
dio version was produced. 

Some communities told us that 
the written version wasn’t ideal. 
In collaboration with the Wendake 
community, children and elders 
completed drawings to illustrate 
elders’ contributions. A grant from 
the DIALOG Network currently 
serves to produce this version to be 
published. 

The goal of the toolkit in its version 
through drawing is to showcase elders’ 
contributions through three different 
media and in at least three languages, 
because other Indigenous languages 
could be added. 

Showcasing 
practices: from 
a workshop to 
the project of a 
forum
Following an initial participation in the 
symposium organized by the Institut de 
vieillissement et de participation so-
ciale des ainés du Québec in the fall of 
2017, the project was once again pre-
sented by the team in June 2018, this 
time focussing mainly on the toolkit.

We wanted the presentation to 
be more interactive, in a different 
format than the one I had pro-
posed in the fall. To get the work-
shop started, we therefore decided 
to present audio excerpts of the 
toolkit. Photos provided by the 
FNQLHSSC and the Cree Board of 
Health and Social Services of James 
Bay were projected in a slide show. 
On these photos, we see elders in 
action with the youth. People in the 
room were then invited to reflect 
on the following question: “In your 
different contexts and from your 
perspective, what actions taken by 
elders contribute to well-being?” 
The FNQLHSSC, the CBHSSJB, and 
some researchers and students on 
the team facilitated the sub-groups. 
Secondly, we invited them to con-
sider if, from what they had heard 
in the video excerpts, there were 

http://www.boaa-iet.org
http://www.boaa-iet.org
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any actions that inspired them to 
respond to the challenges in their 
communities. This was also for the 
participants to reflect more globally 
on obstacles to be considered and 
winning strategies for intergenera-
tional solidarities.

The two-hour workshop was a huge 
success. The general conclusion of the 
workshop and that emerged from the 
ensuing plenary session was that this 
type of collective reflection concerning 
the contribution of elders to well-be-
ing was also relevant and inspiring for 
non-Indigenous communities.

People said that there is definitely 
a deficit of intergenerational soli-
darity in communities. And that 
to approach the question from the 
perspective of elders’ contribution 
was very fertile ground to discuss 
collective well-being. Many people 
said that the ideas presented in 
the excerpts from the toolkit would 
be engaged to initiate reflection in 
their respective work circles.

An unexpected result through the real-
ization of the activity was the proposal 
to hold a forum bringing together all 
the participants of the Indigenous com-
munities of Québec.

A representative from the Secrétar-
iat aux affaires autochtones (SAA) 
felt that the format would be worth 
repeating on a larger scale such as 
a provincial forum. 
A few weeks later, a funding oppor-
tunity was launched. With the same 
team, joined by two Indigenous 
elders and a researcher in know-
ledge transfer, we presented a 
proposal for a competition posted 
by the Social Sciences and Human-
ities Research Council of Canada 
(SSHRC) to this effect. The funding 
mainly covered residency expens-
es for people coming to the com-
munities. For this new process, we 
proceeded with the same exercise 
as at the beginning of the research 
project. The communities were con-
tacted again with a formal proposal 
and invited to articulate their ideas 
to enhance the content of the pro-
posal. This time, the answers led to 
adjustments in both substance and 
form. It was interesting to build on 
this request as a group!

Approximately 60 participants from 
eight nations met in Montréal. Even 
though, at the start, the research 
team thought that it would be easier 
to hold an event further north, after 
consultation with representatives from 
different Indigenous nations, Montréal 
was chosen as a gathering place for 
the forum. This forum was a space for 
reflection on how to encourage trans-
mission of knowledge through inter-
generational solidarities, as well as 
research perspectives to be prioritized 
within the perspective of enhancing the 

transmission of Indigenous knowledge 
through intergenerational solidarities. 
It goes without saying that this forum 
was made possible thanks to many col-
laborators including Matthieu Fannière, 
Jimmy Fireman, Naomi Georges, Ray-
mond Gros-Louis, Irene House Bear-
skin, Matthieu-Joffre Lainé, Julie Mar-
tel, Gaëlle Mollen, Nicole O’Bomsawin, 
Angela Phenix, Audrey Pinsonneault, 
and Sarah Vassigh.

How should the utilization of In-
digenous knowledge transferred 
orally be considered when research 
is conducted and in the develop-
ment of strategies for the involve-
ment of elders? This is one example 
of a question that was discussed 
during the forum. Enter into dia-
logue about the aspects of the 
transmission of non written know-
ledge, also reflect on research epis-
temology. These are other aspects 
that were discussed. A position 
statement was developed based on 
key elements that emerged in the 
discussions at this intergeneration-
al forum held on February 6 and 
7, 2019. It was submitted to the 
SSHRC and discussed at the nation-
al gathering in Ottawa, by an elder 
and an Indigenous youth, as well as 
Chantal.

These conclusions 
were the object of 
an article in the 
periodical Vie et 

vieillissement, 
Fall 2018.
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Collectively, the actors involved in the 
forum provided clear recommendations 
for future research projects. More spe-
cifically, this involves showcasing the 
transmission of Indigenous knowledge, 
then applying it in in projects to encour-
age autonomy and active community 
engagement at all phases, ensuring 
the perpetuation of concrete results of 
the projects, as well as creating lasting 
intergenerational relationships.

If what is past is prologue, many un-
expected and inspiring results from this 
forum can be expected!
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