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Abstract

In the face of negative media attention, community members and Elders from the First Nation com-
munity of Maskwacis identified the importance of promoting community strengths and reframing per-
ceptions of their community. Two research questions were addressed: (1) How do youth in Maskwacis 
view their community strengths? and (2) To what extent can photographs be used as a tool for refram-
ing perceptions of an Indigenous community? A community-based participatory research approach 
was used for the current photovoice project, through which two Elders and eleven youth were engaged. 
Indigenous photographers trained youth participants, and Elders mentored youth to capture photo-
graphs that represented their community’s strengths and resilience. Youth selected forty photos to 
display at a total of six photo exhibits, where feedback was gathered from 392 attendees using brief 
questionnaires. The content of their photos was analyzed using thematic analysis. This resulted in four 
themes that described the strengths of Maskwacis, reflecting the community’s strong relationships, 
commitment to culture, the beautiful natural world that is a part of Maskwacis, and the community’s 
ability to look toward the future. In addition, findings provide foundational support for the use of pho-
tographs to reframe perceptions of an Indigenous community. The majority (93%) of survey respon-
dents provided examples of ways that viewing the photos had positively changed their perceptions 
of Maskwacis. This study prompts consideration of the strengths and resilience of other Indigenous 
communities facing similar social and health issues. Therefore, findings are highly relevant to paediatric 
health care providers seeking to provide culturally responsive care.
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There are more than 600 First Nations communities and 60 
Indigenous languages in Canada (1). With an international 
reputation for multiculturalism and inclusion, there are a 
myriad venues for celebrating Indigenous cultures through-
out Canada. However, Canada has a long history of colonial-
ism and exclusion that continues to impact Indigenous people 
(2). This is manifest in the health, social and economic dis-
parities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians 
(3,4). Narratives around these disparities are widespread and 

contribute to negative perceptions about Indigenous commu-
nities (5–8). Stereotyping and discrimination can have sig-
nificant impacts on the health and well-being of Indigenous 
people, including Indigenous childrens’ cultural identity 
development (9,10). This is important because strong cul-
tural identity can be a protective factor against suicide for 
Indigenous youth (11,12) and is associated with more favour-
able developmental outcomes (13,14). Important to fostering 
strong cultural identity is affirming Indigenous cultures (15). 
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However, attitudes and policies regarding Indigenous people 
have, for the most part, been negatively oriented (16). These 
attitudes extend to the Canadian health care system, where 
systemic racism has been identified as a significant challenge 
facing Indigenous people (17).

Addressing negative attitudes and stereotypes will require 
education and awareness-raising to elevate understanding on the 
part of non-Indigenous people, including health care providers 
(18,19). It is critical for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 
to work together on such initiatives, and to involve young people 
in opportunities to learn about their cultures and represent the 
strengths of their communities in meaningful ways (20).

THE MASKWACIS COMMUNITY
The Maskwacis community is located in Alberta, Canada, and 
consists of four Plains Cree Nations with a combined population 
of approximately 15,000. National media attention has focused on 
crime and gang violence in Maskwacis, largely ignoring the rich 
and vibrant Cree culture that threads the four Nations together. 
In Maskwacis, Cree history, culture and language are featured 
prominently in traditional community ceremonies and cultural 
events that regularly take place, and the Cree language is taught in 
Maskwacis schools. Community elders view their culture and lan-
guage as a means to combat the social and public health problems 
that Maskwacis community members face due to the destructive 
impact of colonization, residential schools and forced assimilation.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND PURPOSE
In the face of negative media attention, community members 
and elders identified the importance of promoting community 
strengths and reframing perceptions of Maskwacis. Toward this 
aim, two research questions were addressed: 1) How do youth 
in Maskwacis view their community strengths? and 2) To what 
extent can photographs be used as a tool for reframing percep-
tions of an Indigenous community?

RESEARCH METHODS AND PROCESSES
Community-based participatory research
The current study followed a community-based participatory 
research approach (CBPR) (21,22). CBPR is well suited for 
research with Indigenous communities, because it yields equi-
table researcher–participant participation and power relations 
(23–25). Methods for the current study were approved by 
Human Research Ethics Board 1 at the University of Alberta.

Participants
Two elders and 11 youth (age 15 to 19) were engaged. Maskwacis 
school staff identified students for project participation. The 

project coordinator visited students at their schools to discuss 
the project. Next, the project coordinator and a community 
partner visited students’ homes to garner parental consent for 
participation. Parents were offered a small gift in appreciation.

Training
Photovoice begins by providing participants with cameras and 
photography training. For the current project, two experienced 
Indigenous photographers provided technical training, while 
two community elders mentored youth to recognize their com-
munity’s positive assets. Youth also worked with the project 
coordinator over a series of ten sessions to explore their com-
munity and capture photographs.

Photo exhibits
Part of the photovoice process involves communicating mes-
sages to policymakers, and a primary method for such commu-
nication involves holding photo exhibits (26). Four exhibits were 
initially held at an Elders Centre in the Maskwacis community, 
the Wetaskiwin community hospital, the University of Alberta 
Hospital and the University of Alberta Faculty of Extension 
campus. Brief feedback questionnaires were distributed at each 
exhibit. As a result of media coverage and extended public inter-
est, two additional exhibits were held by request at the Maskwacis 
Cultural College (MCC) and the Red Deer Community Hospital.

Data analysis
Data collection and analysis occurred concurrently for pho-
tos and accompanying descriptions. Wang and Burris’ (1997) 
methods for analyzing photovoice data were used. These 
include 1) selecting photos, where participants choose photos 
that they deem most representative of their experiences; 2) con-
textualizing, where participants provide descriptions of their 
photos; and 3) codifying, where data are sorted into codes, 
categories and themes. Selecting photos and contextualizing 
occurred during group sessions with the youth, after which 
the project coordinator began codifying. Emerging codes and 
themes were then discussed during subsequent group meetings. 
Codifying was carried out in alignment with thematic analysis 
(27). This involved producing initial codes, looking for overar-
ching themes among codes, refining and naming themes and 
completing final analysis. Thematic analysis was carried out for 
photos and accompanying descriptions as well as qualitative 
questionnaire data. Simple descriptive statistics were used to 
analyze numerical questionnaire data.

FINDINGS
Photos and descriptions
Participants captured more than 200 photos and selected 40 as 
most representative of their experiences. Youth also provided 
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descriptions for the 40 photos. Analysis of the visual content of 
photos and accompanying verbal descriptions resulted in four 
themes, depicted in Figure 1.

Culture
Eleven photos fit within the culture theme. According to partic-
ipants, it is important for people to know that there is thriving 
traditional culture in Maskwacis. With respect to Figure 2, a par-
ticipant commented that cultural pride is a strength of the com-
munity. Youth also captured images that provide examples of the 
Cree language in and around Maskwacis (Figure 3). In addition, 
participants felt that including Cree language on signs entering 
and exiting the neighbouring town of Wetaskiwin demonstrated 
respect. As one participant stated, ‘this sign showcases the commu-
nity’s willingness towards reviving our Cree language.’ Participants 
also agreed that tipis represent an important aspect of the Cree 
culture, and therefore, a strength of the community (Figure 4). 
Participants additionally captured images of cultural symbols 
including beading and berry picking.

Looking to the future
Ten photos were categorized as looking to the future. According to 
participants, schools in Maskwacis represent a significant strength 
(Figure 5). One participant noted that, ‘our schools are a way of giving 
us a future.’ Participants also captured photos of youth. As one par-
ticipant described, ‘youth in our community are amazingly talented…
We have bright futures if we want them.’ In addition, participants cap-
tured images that they described as metaphorically representing 
a future orientation. With regard to Figure 6, a youth participant 
expressed that, ‘growing up here, we have a long road ahead of us, but 
we always have the choice to take the road to success.’ Another youth 
captured an image of a moon at night and described that, ‘in order 
for there to be light, you also need some darkness. So challenges and hard 
times can lead to growth.’ With regard to Figure 7, ‘This picture rep-
resents that we can all grow upward and thrive.’

Natural world
Twelve photos aligned with the natural world theme. As par-
ticipants described in relation to Figure  8, ‘some people think 
that Maskwacis is a scary place at night. These pictures show it can 
be beautiful here at night.’ Participants also captured photos of 
ponds, reeds and wild plants, expressing that, ‘in our commu-
nity, we have a deep appreciation for Mother Earth.’ With regard 
to Figure 9, a participant explained that, ‘we see all creatures and 
parts of nature as being important, not just humans.’ In describing 

Figure 1. Themes from photos and accompanying descriptions

Figure 2. Youth pow wow dancer

Figure 3. Yield sign
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Figure 10, a participant noted that, ‘in Maskwacis, there’s lots of 
space for exploring the outdoors.’

Relationships
Six photos aligned with the theme of relationships. In describ-
ing images related to this theme, a participant explained that, 
in Maskwacis, there are opportunities for engaging in games 
and social activities that build relationships. As one youth 
described, ‘I like how we can participate in traditional activi-
ties… if we want to, and doing these activities can help us make 
friends.’ In describing Figure 11, a participant noted that, ‘this 
tree represents a family and community and how we all share the 
same strong core and deep running roots.’ Another stated that, ‘this 
picture is all about love, which we have a lot of in our community.’ 
In response to Figure 12, ‘Maskwacis can be a really fun place to 
be together.’ Finally, in describing Figure 13, a youth noted that, 
‘people who live here visit each other a lot in their homes, and we all 
share Maskwacis as our home.’

Figure 4. Tipis against purple sky

Figure 5. Ermineskin school

Figure 6. Gravel road

Figure 7. Autumn tree

Figure 8. Sunset
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Questionnaires
In total, 392 questionnaires were distributed at photo exhibits. 
Participants responded to questions related to the photos and 
the Maskwacis community. Data analysis did not result in sig-
nificant differences among responses between data collection 
sites. Accordingly, questionnaire data from all photo exhibit 
sites are presented together.

Previous ideas about Maskwacis
Survey respondents were asked to indicate previous ideas about 
the community. Data analysis resulted in three categories for 
this survey item; namely, 1) troubling social issues, 2) working 
through challenges and 3) positive perceptions.

Responses aligned with the category of troubling social issues 
(n=116) generally indicated that participants perceived the 

Figure 10. Outdoor bench

Figure 11. Tree with etched heart

Figure 12. Youth playing

Figure 9. Bluebird
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Maskwacis community as a place where crime, violence, gangs, 
drugs, suicide and poverty are prominent. As one respondent 
from the Wetaskiwin hospital stated, ‘The media tends to show...
the gang problems and abuse problems on the news…’

Within the category of working through challenges (n=45), 
respondents reported perceiving Maskwacis as a community 
that was striving to overcome negative social issues. As one 
respondent from the Extension exhibit expressed, ‘I knew it 
was a community that is working at making itself a better place 
to be.’ A  respondent from the Wetaskiwin hospital described 
Maskwacis as ‘a…place trying to rebuild.’

Responses aligned with the category of positive perceptions 
(n=30) mainly described Maskwacis as a place with a strong cul-
ture and resilient members. One respondent from the Wetaskiwin 
hospital described Maskwacis as ‘a close-knit community based on 
family and relationships.’ At the Maskwacis event, a respondent 
stated that, ‘The media portrays us as a place of trouble and loss, but 
this is not reality. There’s a lot of talent in our community.’

Changes in ideas
Respondents were asked whether viewing the photo exhibit 
had changed their ideas about Maskwacis. Ninety-three per 
cent of respondents (n=236) indicated that viewing the photos 
had improved their views of Maskwacis. Of those respondents 
who indicated that their views had not changed, most stated 
that they previously held positive views of the community, and 
that the photos had reinforced these views.

Eighteen per cent of respondents (n=46) indicated that 
viewing the photos helped them understand that Maskwacis 
was rich with culture and pride. As one respondent from the 
Wetaskiwin hospital stated, ‘I didn’t realize this was such a proud 
and traditional community.’ Seventeen per cent of respondents 
(n=42) indicated that the photos made them aware of the talent 
and creativity in the community. Fifteen per cent of respon-
dents (n=39) felt that the pictures made Maskwacis seem more 

relatable to them. As one respondent expressed, ‘Makes me feel 
“like” the youth rather than seeing the community as an “other.”’ 
An additional 15% (n=39) referenced how viewing the photos 
made them aware of the beauty in Maskwacis. According to 
a University Hospital respondent, ‘It looks like people who live 
here see their community as beautiful. The photos make me think 
the community is beautiful too.’ Thirteen per cent of respondents 
(n=34) mentioned that the photos helped them to view the 
community in a hopeful and uplifting light. As a respondent 
from the Maskwacis event noted, ‘The photos gave me hope that 
our youth are willing and ready to change the image of our com-
munity.’ Another 9% of respondents (n=22) indicated that the 
photos made them think of Maskwacis as a place where oppor-
tunities were provided for youth to express themselves and 
participate in community projects. Finally, 6% of respondents 
(n=14) noted that viewing the photos had positively changed 
their views of the community, without providing further detail.

DISCUSSION
The current photovoice project, which aimed to positively 
reframe perceptions of the Maskwacis community, was under-
taken in response to concerns from Indigenous community 
members about the negative perceptions that are widely held 
about their community. This was not to ignore the current 
social issues that Maskwacis struggles with and that can largely 
be traced to colonialism and residential school experiences. 
Rather, this project aimed to provide a more complete picture 
of the community by asking youth to uniquely focus on its 
strengths. To this end, two research questions were posed—
namely, 1) How do youth in Maskwacis view their community’s 
strengths? and 2) To what extent can photos be used as a tool 
for reframing perceptions of an Indigenous community?

With respect to understanding how youth in Maskwacis view 
their community strengths, the content of photos captured by 
youth was analyzed using thematic analysis. This resulted in 
four themes that described the strengths of Maskwacis, reflect-
ing the community’s strong relationships, commitment to cul-
ture, the beautiful natural world that is a part of Maskwacis and 
the community’s ability to look toward the future. Although 
this study was conducted specifically with Maskwacis, findings 
prompt consideration of the strengths and resilience of other 
Indigenous communities facing similar social and health issues.

In addition, findings provide foundational support for the 
use of photographs to reframe perceptions of an Indigenous 
community. The majority (93%) of survey respondents pro-
vided examples of ways that viewing the photos had positively 
changed their perceptions of the Maskwacis community. These 
examples focused on culture and pride, talent and creativ-
ity, relatability, beauty, hopefulness and youth opportunities. 
In addition, an unprecedented number of people viewed the 

Figure 13. Houses

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pch/article/23/4/247/4798938 by U

niversity O
f Alberta Library user on 10 N

ovem
ber 2020



Paediatrics & Child Health, 2018, Vol. 23, No. 4 253

exhibits, attended photo exhibit openings and responded to 
surveys. Furthermore, the project received media coverage that 
was more widespread than anticipated. In total, nine news arti-
cles were published on the current project by local media out-
lets. As a result, a total of six photo exhibits were held, given that 
media coverage resulted in additional requests for exhibits. This 
suggests an appetite among Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
community members to appreciate and understand positive 
perspectives of Indigenous communities.

Moreover, there is increasing recognition from research-
ers, service providers and policymakers regarding the critical 
importance of culturally responsive care in improving the health 
outcomes of Indigenous patients (28). In order to provide cul-
turally responsive care, it is necessary for paediatric health care 
providers to maintain insight into issues, both medical and 
sociopolitical, affecting the health of Indigenous patients. The 
current study can contribute to elevating such insight and is 
therefore highly relevant to paediatric health care providers. 
Furthermore, youth involved in the current project anecdotally 
described the benefits of learning photography skills, being 
guided by elders to look for community strengths, as well as 
the power and appropriateness of imagery among Indigenous 
peoples. As such, this project opens up possibilities for related 
future research, including the impact of project participation on 
youth themselves.
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