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Engagement in a Circumpolar 

Study of Youth Resilience
Olga Ulturgasheva, Stacy Rasmus, and Phyllis Morrow

Abstract. The Circumpolar Indigenous Pathways to Adulthood (CIPA) study brought together 
researchers from five different universities, working in five different regions of the Arctic, to 
explore arctic indigenous- youth resilience utilizing collaborative and participatory approaches. 
This paper focuses on outcomes from the collaboration of two sites in the project and presents 
findings from a culminating cross-site workshop that engaged indigenous youth and community 
members, along with university researchers of various disciplines and backgrounds, in a cultural 
exchange of knowledge and practice. While our main goal for the study was to reveal processes 
and factors underlying indigenous- youth resilience, we learned much about the processes and 
factors contributing to resilience in research collaborations as well. Our findings suggest indig-
enous research methodologies may contribute towards the development of resilient collabora-
tions with potential to bring about transformative outcomes for indigenous- community members 
engaged in research.

Introduction
There is a significant need for research meth-
odologies that effectively engage indigenous- 
community members in the Arctic in a process 
for understanding how communities and pop-
ulations are remaining resilient while on the 
edge of rapid social and environmental changes 
that increasingly impact at a global level. The 
Circumpolar Indigenous Pathways to Adult-
hood (CIPA) study brought together researchers 
from five different universities, working in five 

different regions of the Arctic, to explore arctic 
indigenous- youth resilience utilizing collabora-
tive and participatory approaches (Ulturgasheva 
et al. 2011). The project1 took place over the 
course of four years and included local and com-
parative processes as part of the research design. 
Activities included:

 1. Forming local steering committees made up 
of indigenous youth and community mem-
bers at each site to participate in and provide 
oversight for the project;
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This latter definition is more useful in understand-
ing how to apply the concept to collaborative and 
participatory research process. Resilient collabo-
rations are not merely those that are able to with-
stand the tensions, conflicts, and disturbances that 
can arise in contexts that bring people from vastly 
different backgrounds and areas together. Rather, 
resilient collaborations have at their core, individ-
uals with the capacity to navigate to the resources 
and strategies that will sustain collective well- 
being in culturally meaningful ways that move the 
work forward and create opportunities for growth. 
Resilient collaborations do not simply maintain 
the status quo; they provide contexts for profound 
and fundamental change to happen.

Collaboration on its own is a word that is 
generally spoken with enthusiasm. Ideally, col-
laboration allows people to combine strengths, 
yielding results that are more creative and less 
restricted by the boundaries of individual minds 
or disciplinary habits than they would otherwise 
be (Fluehr- Lobban 2008; Graves and Shields 1991; 
Lassiter 2005). People tend to propose collabo-
rations when they recognize a common goal and 
have a set of complementary talents that they can 
potentially apply to achieve it.

This harmonious ideal is often taken for 
granted in project summaries that detail results, 
but not processes, of “collaborative research.” In 
reality, collaborations, like other social relations, 
require constant tending and are rarely straightfor-
ward marches towards mutually embraced ends 
(see also Dwyer 1987; Field 1999; Konrad 2012; 
McKendrick 2001; Mullen 2000). In practice, this 
requires researchers to be mindful of the many so-
cial, cultural, and historical factors that shape the 
attitudes, motivations, and actions of collabora-
tors in a given collaborative context. In this spirit, 
and of particular relevance for partnerships that 
include indigenous peoples, Larry Evers and Barre 
Toelken remind us that

the verb “collaborate” has a special resonance 
in the context of any Native American commu-
nity which the second meaning in the following 
[American Heritage Dictionary] entry captures 
well: “1. to work together, especially in a joint 
intellectual effort; 2. to cooperate treasonably, as 
with an enemy occupying one’s country” (Evers 
and Toelken 2001:1).

In general, for a collaboration to remain 
resilient then in the wake of differing intellectual 
and cultural perspectives, as well as unexpected 
changes in circumstances, researchers are chal-
lenged to create and continuously adapt their lo-
gistics, conceptual approaches, and interpersonal 
working conditions in ways that will make con-
tinuing and future partnership a welcome option 
(Laveaux and Christopher 2009; Trimble 2009).

 2. Developing local and cross-site interview 
protocols;

 3. Recruiting and interviewing 20 youth be-
tween the ages of 12 and 18 years at each site;

 4. Field trips and fieldwork at each site;
 5. Analyzing data, which involved modified 

grounded- theory coding, developing local 
and cross-site codebooks;

 6. Reviewing results from the data analysis with 
the local steering committees; and

 7. Disseminating results in the communities 
and through cross-site meetings.

As well, the grant supported opportunities for 
both academic and nonacademic partners to cross 
international borders for two large face-to-face 
meetings. In between, academic researchers com-
municated with each other and served as links to 
the communities where they worked. Results from 
the local and comparative work to identify arctic 
indigenous- youth stressors and resilience strat-
egies have been published elsewhere (Kral et al. 
2014; Nystad et al. 2014; Rasmus et al. 2014; Ultur-
gasheva 2014; Ulturgasheva et al. 2014; Wexler et 
al. 2014). For this paper we will focus on outcomes 
from the collaboration of two sites in the project 
and present findings from the culminating cross-
site workshop that engaged indigenous youth and 
community members along with university re-
searchers of various disciplines and backgrounds 
in a cultural exchange of knowledge and practice.

While our main goal for the study was to re-
veal processes and factors underlying indigenous- 
youth resilience, we learned much about the 
processes and factors contributing to resilience 
in research collaborations as well. Taking as its 
context an international meeting of academic and 
community collaborators that capped the four-year 
project, we specifically examine the practices of 
research collaboration and community engage-
ment that we believe have led to transformative 
outcomes for indigenous youth participants in the 
study and contributed to the making of resilient 
collaborations.

Resilience in Collaboration
The most common definition of resilience has 
come to refer to the ability of an individual or a 
system to overcome adversity and continue to 
grow and develop (Ungar 2008). Leaders in the 
field of social resilience research suggest that resil-
ience can be better understood and operationalized 
as “both the capacity of individuals to navigate 
their way to the psychological, social, cultural, and 
physical resources that sustain their well- being, 
and their capacity individually and collectively 
to negotiate for these resources to be provided in 
culturally meaningful ways” (Ungar 2011:225). 
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Transforming Research
For transformation to happen, the research pro-
cess itself must transform to accommodate diverse 
backgrounds, learning, and worldviews. Collab-
orative and participatory approaches in research 
with indigenous communities have become widely 
accepted as best practice for researchers seeking 
to engage and sustain involvement of indigenous- 
community members in the process (Mohatt et 
al. 2004; Neilsen and Gould 2007). Despite the 
attention and broad application that participa-
tory research methodologies have received over 
the past decade, much of what has been written 
focuses on methodological principles and ideals 
rather than actual practice and outcomes (Rasmus 
2014). Two participatory approaches have gained 
particular traction in academia as effective strate-
gies for doing research with indigenous commu-
nities. The first, community- based participatory 
research (CBPR), entails a set of principles that 
guide a researcher’s practice for including com-
munity members in the academic research pro-
cess (Isreal et al. 1998). The second, indigenous 
research methodologies (IRM), entails strategies 
that ground the research and researchers within 
indigenous knowledge, process, and practice 
(Denzin et al. 2008). Both approaches are collab-
orative and participatory, but there are important 
differences that became clear to us as we engaged 
as part of a larger collaborative team that included 
both researchers applying mainly principles and 
practices from a more traditional CBPR perspec-
tive and researchers utilizing IRM. For those of us 
who shared a focus on and preference for strategies 
falling more within the IRM framework, IRM was 
an essential component of our resilient collabo-
ration. Specifically, IRM provided 1) a particular 
critical perspective on the collaborative process, 
2) a space for reflexivity and adaptability, and 3) a 
potential solution to what is termed the “proxim-
ity paradox” of CBPR, both in terms of relational 
and spatial distancing (Richie et al. 2013). We will 
discuss each of these in more detail below.

Community-Based Participatory Research
CBPR is now a well- established approach used 
for achieving community- member engagement in 
research and collapsing hierarchical boundaries 
inherent within a classical research process (Min-
kler and Wallerstein 2008; Wallerstein and Duran 
2006). The application of the basic principles of 
CBPR varies between researchers, but overarching 
characteristics typically include “collaborative, 
equitable involvement of all partners in all phases 
of the research” and the creation of settings that 
“promote co-learning and empowering processes 
that attend to social inequalities” (Israel et al. 

In the case at hand, partners included indige-
nous youth from a wide variety of arctic communi-
ties. The study that initially engaged them brought 
together researchers and community partners 
working in the circumpolar north on projects re-
lated to youth resilience and wellbeing. The study 
aimed to examine narratives about growing- up 
in five communities—Alaskan Inupiat, Alaskan 
Yup’ik, Canadian Inuit, Siberian Eveny, Norwe-
gian Sami—in order to provide a comparative 
framework and shared model for understanding 
indigenous- youth resilience across five sites (Ul-
turgasheva et al. 2011; Ulturgasheva et al. 2014). As 
the research process evolved, researchers needed 
to intentionally create the sorts of settings and ac-
tivities that would facilitate the open engagement 
of youth with adults on topics relating to matura-
tion, self- representation, and community problem- 
solving. Success in such an enterprise involves 
dexterous weaving; however, it is possible to see, 
both in the making and the “wearing,” what kinds 
of threads and patterns produce durable cloth.

This paper focuses on one of the productive 
relationships that developed uniting youth and 
adults from two communities and the academic 
researchers working in them. We examine certain 
collaborative and participatory practices and pro-
cesses that emerged and overlapped between the 
two sites, helping shape the space for potentially 
transformative outcomes among indigenous youth. 
Our aim is to provide guidance on how resilient 
collaboration might be drawn from essentially self- 
selected subsets of individuals who share import-
ant affinities and positionalities (Hopkins 2007). 
We will present case examples to demonstrate how 
resilience, as a focus for not only our understand-
ings of youth experience, but of the collaborative 
experience itself, informs process and contributes 
to the production of transformative moments in 
research settings.

As part of the international study, and 
particularly within the context of the cross-site 
workshops, we were able to observe the ways 
that collaborative research was both discussed 
and practiced at each site. Levels of engagement 
and standards of practice varied among sites and 
between researchers and indigenous- community 
collaborators and youth. Clear connections could 
be made between the sites led by indigenous re-
searchers who engaged their collaborators both as 
colleagues and “fellow travelers” sharing similar 
social status and historical background. Youth 
were engaged at these sites in a deeply personal 
way that, as we will discuss in more detail below, 
potentiated transformative moments where power 
was taken by the youth rather than given to them 
by researchers, and whereby youth resilience 
became not just our subject of research but our 
outcome as well.
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qualitative, collaborative, participatory methods 
and social justice and empowerment frameworks. 
Advocacy and activism are not seen as opposing 
forces or indicators of bias in the context of IRM 
(Kovach 2009). IRM generally require reflexivity 
and awareness of each person as an instrument in 
the social scientific process of knowledge pro-
duction (Kovach 2009; Medicine 2001). Much 
attention has gone towards providing a theoretical 
foundation justifying the development of indige-
nous approaches in research (Denzin et al. 2008). 
Much less time has been spent applying these 
approaches to actual research projects undertaken 
in indigenous- community contexts. There is a 
perceived need in putting IRM into practice while 
incorporating multiple perspectives on what con-
stitutes collaborative research. The latter dynamic 
sheds a new, critical light on the notion of prox-
imity in collaborative research, especially in the 
light of the more classical emphasis on creating 
professional distance between a researcher and 
researched, a distance which may easily merge 
into hierarchy in the context of the academy (Mi-
hesuah and Wilson 2004). In the following section 
we review proximity (i.e., professional distance) in 
order to illustrate how professional distance may 
hinder some desirable transformative outcomes for 
youth involved in a study such as this.

Professional Proximity in IRM
Collapsing professional distance is a necessary 
prerequisite for creation of the space that accom-
modates and fosters transformative moments 
among youth, community members and research-
ers themselves. Here we are focusing on those 
practices and processes that enabled youth en-
gagement and led to the project’s transformative 
outcomes. Drawing from our own experiences of 
engaging youth in producing videos that depicted 
one day from their lives we explore a connection 
between techniques of collaboration and transfor-
mative moments among youth.

Clearly inherent in the project were many 
possible permutations of collaboration and dis-
tinct personal and disciplinary views on distance 
or proximity involved in interactions between 
researchers and community members among the 
sites. Although all the university researchers for-
mally described their enterprise as CBPR, differ-
ences in ground-level approaches became evident 
in the discussions and presentations from each 
other’s community projects during the cross-site 
workshops held in Cambridge, England (Ulturga-
sheva et al. 2011), and Washington, D.C. (Fig. 1) 
The character of each individual researcher’s per-
sonal engagement with community members also 
varied. We believe this variation may be related 
to the researcher’s disciplinary stance regarding 

1998:175). More recently CBPR has emerged as a 
research standard of practice among social science 
and health researchers working with indigenous 
communities and populations (Cummins et al. 
2010; Holkup et al. 2004; LaVeaux and Christopher 
2009; Noe et al. 2007). This has potential benefits 
in that researchers are coming into collaborations 
with indigenous communities more acutely aware 
of the power differentials and more understanding 
of the need to spend time building trust and recip-
rocal relationships with their community partners. 
At the same time, there are potential drawbacks 
to a widespread adoption and standardization 
of CBPR when the acronym is presented as self- 
evident. In CBPR, “subjects” become “coresearch-
ers” or “partners” in the study, but changing the 
terms does not change the relationship itself. In 
fact, identifying indigenous collaborators as “core-
searchers” may have the unintended outcome of 
perpetuating hierarchies. For example, classifying 
indigenous collaborators as “researchers like us” 
does not shift the balance of power and position 
at all. Instead it overlays onto indigenous people 
relational research standards and practices often 
foreign or contradictory to their own. The term 
coresearcher is meant as an equalizer, but why not 
choose instead to term the researchers doing indig-
enous CBPR as “co- indigenous”? Creating termi-
nology like coresearchers and using it uncritically 
creates shortcuts in the CBPR process whereby 
researchers can seemingly demonstrate an “em-
powering process that attends to social inequali-
ties” simply by assigning these positions to their 
indigenous- community collaborators. In this way, 
CBPR can actually work to perpetuate colonial-
ism, Euroamerican ethnocentrism and paternalism 
towards indigenous collaborators by requiring ev-
eryone to be “equal”—that is, as researchers. This 
also allows continuity with research- based ethics 
of conduct that, as we described above, often entail 
social and behavioral practices, such as profes-
sional distancing, which define and limit the types 
of engagement achieved in CBPR.

Developing Indigenous Research 
Methodologies (IRM)
The main parameters of IRM revolve around the 
notion of “relational accountability” (Wilson 
2008) according to which knowledge cannot be 
owned or discovered but may be given a visible 
form through symmetrical, mutually beneficial 
exchange of ideas, perspectives and experiences. 
The past decade has marked considerable advance-
ments in the development of critical and IRM 
(Denzin et al. 2008; Smith 1999). These studies 
have produced a set of commonly shared charac-
teristics indicating IRM that are generally based on 
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medical treatment or clinical experiment. How-
ever, it is our contention that in order to achieve 
collaborative relations in community- based 
research, a closer professional proximity better 
serves to engage the community and, in our case, 
the youth in the collaboration.

Maintaining professional distance, by avoid-
ing multiple relationships, can work against 
fundamental principles of collaborative research 
by reinstating a hierarchical approach that un-
dermines the more egalitarian terms of com-
munity engagement and collaboration desired 
in community- based and participatory studies. 
The type of the data produced emerges directly 
from the type of participation and engagement 
that evolves over the course of the research proj-
ect. Such codes of conduct can even prevent the 
research from achieving results useful both for the 
communities themselves and for the production 
of scientific knowledge by inhibiting the devel-
opment of trusting relationships in research that 
could impact the quality of the data produced.

“professional distance,” which shapes his or her 
approach to community–researcher relationships.

The American Psychological Association’s 
Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of 
Conduct contains clear guidelines prohibiting the 
development of “multiple relationships” where 
“a psychologist is in a professional role with a 
person and at the same time is in another role with 
the same person” (APA 2010:6). These guidelines 
apply both within clinical and research contexts, 
and they are often used as standards of practice 
for those receiving formal training in human 
health and education fields. This code of conduct 
presents particular challenges when conducting 
research in rural indigenous arctic communities. 
We understand that the need to maintain profes-
sional distance remains relevant and essential for 
conducting research in the context of clinical and 
psychiatric research where the hierarchical model 
between a doctor and his or her patient, which 
maintains “patient–client” boundaries, is neces-
sary for conducting and completing the course of 

Figure 1. Group photograph from the Circumpolar Indigenous Pathways to Adulthood (CIPA) workshop in Washing-
ton, D.C., 2012. Authors Olga Ulturgasheva (upper row, far right, standing) and Stacey Rasmus (upper row, second 
from right, standing).
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particularly powerful, especially to the young 
participants who were all eager to learn and share 
their experiences. While planning the final cross-
site workshop we recruited an external moderator, 
Phyllis Morrow, to assist with the agenda and help 
facilitate cross-site discussions. Morrow’s work on 
cross- cultural interactions (Hensel and Morrow 
1992; Mather and Morrow 2001; Morrow 1996, 
2002, 2003) provided the tools to facilitate collabo-
ration and document the participatory process.

In spring 2009, at the project’s first cross-
site meeting held at the University of Cambridge, 
youth and researchers had presented community 
video and photo portraits (Ulturgasheva 2011). 
Agreeing that the community portraits had been 
particularly effective, we discussed how to engage 
youth in the production of community portraits 
representing results from the research study of 
youth resilience in a way that would allow youth 
articulate their own perspectives and report the 
findings of the study from their own perspectives, 
as opposed to having the adults and university 
researchers present on their behalf.

For this purpose, we decided to involve 
youth in the production of digital community 
portraits and an auto- ethnographic film that would 
portray “living strong” through a “day in my 
life” in their own respective communities. In two 
months leading up to the meeting, we traveled to 
our respective sites to engage community members 
and youth in this task. The Yup’ik participants, 
who became involved in the production of the 
video film and then attended the Washington 
meetings, included two youths, Travis (age 17) and 
Freddie (age 20);2 an adult community member 
(Freddie’s mother); and an elder. The Eveny par-
ticipants also included two youths, Dunia (age 15) 
and Spiridon (age 18); an adult community mem-
ber; and an elder.

These participants were carefully chosen. 
Alert to community social patterns, we shared an 
anthropological understanding that, typically, only 
certain individuals tend to be put forth (locally) 
and thus chosen (by outsiders) to “represent” the 
entire community of people. Both of us sought 
to bring in youth who might not otherwise get an 
opportunity to “shine” and we thought would do 
so. Importantly, we included young men, who are 
typically underrepresented in such projects. An 
in-depth, personal knowledge of each individual’s 
potential was required to choose participants who 
could meaningfully engage in the process.

Initially, for example, one local-school staff 
member recommended that Rasmus invite a 
young woman who was “very practiced in public 
presentation.” Instead, Rasmus suggested Travis, 
whom she had observed in other local- community 
contexts emerge as a young leader and speaker. 

Collapsing the Distance: 
Indigenous-Youth 

Engagement in Research
As stated earlier, the parent study involved five 
teams from five different regions in the circumpo-
lar north collaborating on a macrolevel to identify 
both shared and divergent stressors and also the 
strategies for being well and strong that indigenous 
youth learn as they navigate their way into young 
adulthood (Ulturgasheva 2012; Ulturgasheva et al. 
2014). This discussion takes a microlevel approach 
to examine the collaboration from our own site- 
specific perspectives and to show how a deeper 
collaborative connection emerged between our two 
sites, the Siberian Eveny (Ulturgasheva 2014) and 
Alaskan Yup’ik (Rasmus et al. 2014), during the 
final cross-site workshop.

The common ground from which this collab-
oration emerged was, first of all, the shared disci-
plinary stance of the primary investigators for the 
Siberian Eveny and Alaskan Yup’ik sites. Both are 
anthropologists by training with indigenous back-
grounds, who share a moral orientation to research 
according to which the idea of distancing oneself 
from the everyday experiences of the people with 
whom one studies and their social lives would be 
entirely inconsistent with the requirements of our 
academic discipline. It could be argued that any 
contemporary community- based and participatory 
methodology can be traced back to anthropology 
and, specifically, to its participant observation 
method. Unlike methods utilized within other 
social- science fields, participant observation 
essentially requires the development of multiple 
relationships, with the intentional abandonment 
of professional distancing, to achieve productive 
and meaningful relationships that are defined by 
indigenous- community standards (Dewalt and 
Dewalt 2011).

Participant observation also demands the 
researcher engage within the community context 
in ways that emphasize the importance of de-
colonizing the research endeavor and collapsing 
hierarchical boundaries between “us” as research-
ers and “them” as our subjects (Smith 1999). 
CBPR shares a similar goal, but when practices 
that go by that name remain unexamined, there 
is potential for idealism to go unchecked. It was 
our shared interest in decolonizing the research 
endeavor and collapsing hierarchical boundaries 
that instigated our focus on a common strategy for 
engaging youth from our sites in a critical, reflex-
ive, and proximal way.

In planning the cross-site workshops, we 
were mindful that the cross- cultural and inter-
national experience of the meeting would be 
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and present these individual research products 
and presentations, served well. Simply allowing 
related though distinct statements to stand side by 
side is one simple and essentially respectful way 
to allow both audience and presenters to experi-
ence a diversity of approaches and draw their own 
inferences and conclusions.

At the same time, some of the most import-
ant effects were not necessarily intentional. What 
happened was that the community portraits served 
to collapse boundaries between subject and object, 
researcher and researched. Unlike a normative 
lecture that conveys generalized information, 
these presentations became “three- dimensional” 
(i.e., combining video, audio, and physical pres-
ence). Watching themselves on a video depicting 
their lives, which they themselves created, and 
watching people watch them on screen, power-
fully affected the Yup’ik and Eveny youth. In a 
shift from the position of being objects of research, 
those being studied staged a self- representation, 
itself the product of their research. In other words, 
three- dimensional engagement was conjured 
through the youth participation: first, as producers 
of short ethnographic video films (visual ethnogra-
phers); second, as main protagonists (ethnographic 
subjects); and, finally, as discussants of their own 
films (cultural interpreters).

Moreover, as the young presenters—Dunia, 
Spiridon, Travis, and Freddie—saw themselves in 
others’ eyes and, through the audience response to 
their presentations, found their experience vali-
dated. Through this external social validation they 
became both more empowered as social actors and 
more reflexive, expressing increased awareness of 
their own lives and cultural histories. The youth 
also became closer to each other because they 
shared in a transformational process that they both 
experienced within themselves and observed in 
one another.

In the comparative context that then emerged, 
the Yup’ik and Eveny youth recognized their 
multi dimensionality as they observed contrasts 
and commonalities between their situations and 
those of other northern indigenous youth. Par-
ticipants from Alaska and Canada, for example, 
particularly those from communities in which 
indigenous language and subsistence activities 
have declined, were quite preoccupied with the 
issue of ethnic identity: “who we are” today. At 
one point, Travis commented on how good it was 
to know that Yup’ik people “aren’t alone.” He was, 
he added, “happy to be with people that I can’t 
understand.” His happiness referred not just to the 
indigenous languages that were in evidence but 
also to his immersion among real, strong, indige-
nous people, the tangible evidence that indigeneity 
has not disappeared, and that he has a compara-
tive place in the spectrum. Conversely, the Eveny 

Similarly, Ulturgasheva saw Dunia’s potential in 
spite of some local concern that she was “silent” 
and—as she “lived in the wild”—might be unpre-
pared for an urban, international experience.

In some situations, including parents and 
other relatives, might have had a chilling effect on 
youth expression, preventing them from standing 
up for themselves. In this context, we saw it as a 
way to provide structure and support to the youth, 
foster mutual learning, and reinforce cultural 
practices. And we understood that it was import-
ant to bring the youth’s kin, particularly to import-
ant events and when traveling, as precaution and 
protection.

The Eveny documentary entailed prepa-
ratory work in two settings: the village and the 
forest reindeer camp. Ulturgasheva traveled to 
both locations and worked with youth at each 
place to produce short films about their every-
day lives. Similarly, Rasmus went to the Yup’ik 
village site to organize and engage youth in pro-
ducing a documentary about what it means to live 
“Yup’ik strong” on the land in an Alaska Native 
village today.

These documentaries formed the core of the 
community portraits presented at the cross-site 
meeting in Washington D.C. The Yup’ik youth, 
Freddie and Travis, presented “Coming in Hot: 
Yup’ik Strong on the Yukon.” The film gave a 
spirited portrayal of the young people and their 
community, featuring such activities as boating 
out on the river, setting a whitefish net, cooking 
freshly caught fish over a campfire, digging for 
“mouse foods” on the tundra, and being with 
family at home in the community. Other youth in 
the community assisted with filming and taking 
photographs in the village, and Rasmus worked 
with them to edit and create the finished video 
(Hsu Oh 2014a).

Eveny youth presented portraits of both 
village and forest life. For the former, Ulturgasheva 
provided Spiridon with a camera to document his 
everyday life. She also photographed him when 
Spiridon took her around the village and nearby 
forest. Together they produced a photo presenta-
tion of one day in the life of Eveny village youth. 
For the latter, Dunia, along with her sisters and 
Ultugasheva, documented the everyday experience 
of living in her family reindeer- herding camp. 
Ulturgasheva put the video clips together in a way 
that would allow Dunia’s personality, subsistence 
skills, and knowledge of living on the land to come 
through vividly (Hsu Oh 2014b). Both video and 
photo presentations illustrated and were intended 
to give the audience a sense of the social life of 
Eveny youth in the village and forest settings.

As a strategy for representing and juxtapos-
ing viewpoints, one of the essential challenges 
in collaboration of having participants create 
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also served to strengthen collaborative ties and 
solidarity between the two sites as youth were able 
to see themselves reflected back in their own and 
the other sites’ representations of a day in a life of 
an indigenous arctic youth.

Transformational moments then were poten-
tiated through this type of multidimensional en-
gagement, from being able to see all potential sides 
of an object and subject, producer and produced, 
interpreter and interpreted. Specifically, transfor-
mation gained momentum when youth from each 
community got engaged in the construction of 
digital portraits showcasing who they are at home, 
in the context of their communities, as well as who 
they are out on the land engaged as hunters, fisher-
men, and reindeer herders. These same youth were 
those that traveled to the workshop and presented 
their representations as they simultaneously pre-
sented another dimension of themselves as pro-
ducers and as workshop participants. Youth video 
and photo presentations served as a means of 
visual expression that subtly and vividly revealed 
their perceptions of the Native land, their families, 
and subsistence activities, and they served as a 
strategy to engage them in reflection about them-
selves and their Native communities.

The next step involved youth watching 
similar visual presentations produced by young 
participants from other regions of the Arctic. The 
intimacy of these representations drew in the other 
workshop participants and prompted animated 
discussion and an exchange of questions and an-
swers, in which the youth were makers, stars, and 
presenters of their lives. In this setting, Dunia no 
longer seemed the shy and silent girl. Revealed in 
the video to be an apparently tireless and compe-
tent master of tasks, ranging from lassoing reindeer 
to preparing meals, she earned the others’ admira-
tion, as they remarked on Eveny subsistence skills, 
language vitality, physical energy, and the obvi-
ous centrality of cultural values, embedded and 
expressed in their continuing relationship with 
reindeer. Siberian adult participants noted how 
significant this was: one adult participant in the 
workshop stated, “In Russia, reindeer herding is 
always depicted negatively. Here, the herders got 
a kind of validation.”

The activity of presenting in front of youth 
from other countries allowed young participants to 
experience each other both as objects for external 
observation and as subjects reflecting on similar-
ities and differences of their experiences. Both 
activities that were aimed at multidimensional 
engagement created the space for intersubjectiv-
ity and self- reflexivity. The process that involved 
youth as producers of the films (subjects), main 
film characters (objects), and reflexive observ-
ers (cultural interpreters) served as a prerequi-
site for transformative outcomes and shaped 

herders were less concerned about their identity 
and much more concerned about social and po-
litical marginalization and governmental neglect. 
While this contrast was not explicitly emphasized, 
it was apparent that through the community- 
portrait presentations and discussions the youth 
began to understand each other’s cultural, political, 
and economic situations and became more acutely 
aware of their own.

Transformative Outcomes 
of Youth Engagement in 
Collaborative Research

We identified several potentially transformative 
moments that arose out of what we identify as 
three- dimensional encounters, those in which 
youth are fully realized as agents of both their own 
representation and well- being, as well as of the 
collective collaborative group.

The collaborative strategies engaged within 
and between the Siberian Eveny and Alaskan 
Yup’ik sites produced a space for transformation 
to happen. At such moments, youth publically 
assumed confidence, took responsibility, exhib-
ited self- awareness, and at times expressed a kind 
of proud, fierce joy. Although many of the young 
people in attendance were well along the pathway 
towards adulthood, the desire to remain a “youth” 
was also still strong. But in those shimmering, 
crystalline moments when a clear yearning for 
and movement towards a more fully realized adult 
humanity appeared, the collaborative effort peaked 
and the youth were at their most powerful.

The research synergy that occurred between 
us as indigenous anthropologists carried over 
to and was reflected in interactions among the 
community members from the Siberian Eveny and 
Alaskan Yup’ik communities respectively. The 
development of such synergistic collaboration 
involved several aspects. One aspect involved our 
mutual agreement to coproduce with the youth 
from our respective sites, auto- ethnographic films 
that would portray the young people attending 
the conference as they are in their homes and 
communities. This process potentiated a transfor-
mative moment for the youth by positioning them 
as expert and participant within the research and 
community contexts. The films involved power-
ful combinations of distinct images and words 
that connected the youth instantly since they, as 
film producers, protagonists, and cultural inter-
preters, became key cultural consultants involved 
in providing guidance for their peers from other 
arctic communities. The fact that the main protag-
onists of the films were present and available for 
the discussion simultaneously sparked dialogue 
between the youth and their audience. The films 
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community representation. Academic researchers 
involved in similar collaborative projects with 
indigenous youth and their communities should 
understand that collaboration becomes resilient 
by not just crossing boundaries but by signifi-
cantly reducing them. Minimizing boundaries 
and maintaining relational proximity in research 
requires systematic and ongoing efforts to main-
tain authentic relationships with community 
members. To maintain the proximal relational 
interactions needed for resilient collaborations, 
it is important to move beyond one- and two- 
dimensional representations of collaborative di-
alogue and outcomes towards three- dimensional 
presentations and encounters that evidence the 
community- based and participatory principles in 
practice and moves the collaboration to deeper 
levels of engagement. An effective CBPR strategy 
then moves away from one- dimensional collab-
oration towards multidimensional engagement, 
in which distinct points of view and different 
positions are given expression within a complex 
field of intersubjectivity.

Our collaboration has contributed to our 
critical take on the notion of professional distance 
in CBPR, and specifically how it is important for 
us to achieve proximity in presence and in person 
with our indigenous collaborators and youth, as 
part of the research process. It is important to be 
aware that CBPR can easily take a slippery path 
when it serves as an academic shortcut. At worst, 
it can conceal underneath both patronizing and in-
herently colonial practices of paternalism towards 
indigenous research collaborators.

We demonstrated that in order to achieve 
productive collaboration with transformative 
results, it is important to collapse the distance be-
tween university researchers and indigenous col-
laborators. Such distance inadvertently maintains 
institutional hierarchies, as well as epistemolog-
ical, disciplinary, and paradigmatic boundaries. 
Collapsing the distance and crossing the boundar-
ies may potentially lead to unexpected, creative, 
and transformative outcomes. In the process of 
preparation for the workshop, and during the 
course of the workshop, it became obvious that 
active involvement of youth as visual ethnog-
raphers, main protagonists, principal cultural 
interpreters, and consultants helped to transcend 
boundaries and hierarchies, which are embedded 
in the dyad of a researcher and researched. Since 
youth were involved in a deeply personal way as 
researchers and community members, the entire 
process of production and participation laid the 
ground for transformative moments where young 
people took their power and youth resilience 
became not just our subject of research but an 
outcome as well.

productive moments of cross- cultural dialog and 
understanding.

The three- dimensional engagement of youth 
appeared to be transformative because in the 
course of the workshop youth had a unique chance 
to act as agents responsible for what they pro-
duced and presented on the screen and as cultural 
experts and main consultants who had to share 
knowledge about the past and present of their com-
munities in a sensible and accountable manner to 
the youth from other circumpolar communities. 
The Eveny and Yup’ik youth both demonstrated 
and observed that such engagement is an import-
ant ingredient in transformative process, and all of 
the youth grew through their active participation 
and collaboration in the workshop.

The role of the researcher in this type of en-
terprise is pivotal. Professional proximity defines 
both researchers and youth as agents, interacting 
in the same field, a realistic and accessible way 
of equalizing at least some of the terms of their 
relationship. Proximity is created largely by in-
teracting with youth participants in nonresearch 
settings, including their homes and schools. By 
being a part of their everyday lives, researchers 
are provided with and seeking access to not only 
their “knowledge” but also their feelings, hopes, 
dreams, and personal aspirations. Through these 
types of engagement, a researcher in a more 
proximal relationship becomes 1) a facilitator of 
the collaborative process and multidimensional 
engagement; 2) someone trusted and relied on 
by youth; and 3) a mentor and a source of moral 
support. If we had been limited by a disciplinary 
need to maintain professional distance, we feel 
certain that the collaboration with Eveny and 
Yup’ik youth would have been less personal and 
therefore afforded fewer opportunities for produc-
tive expression. We have found that, as research-
ers, we and our community collaborators have 
forged strong ties together and, independent of the 
project, community members have furthered these 
relationships through social- network websites. By 
facilitating contacts during, outside of and after 
the meetings, including through subsequent visits 
to each other’s sites, we continue to nurture these 
relationships.

Conclusion
In sum, building resilient collaboration is an 
unending and negotiated process that requires a 
complex attention to proximity, positionality, co-
production, coexperience, intersubjectivity, and 
cointerpretation. This level of complexity can be 
neither achieved nor expressed in a “one-off” rep-
resentational event, such as a community consul-
tation or a public presentation that simply invites 



Collapsing the Distance: Indigenous-Youth Engagement in a Circumpolar Study of Youth Resilience 69

a Native American Community. Advances in 
Nursing Science 27:162–175.

Hopkins, Peter E.
2007 Positionalities and Knowledge: Negotiating Eth-

ics in Practice. ACME: An International E-Jour-
nal for Critical Geographies 6(3):386–394.

Hsu Oh, Leslie
2014a Yugtun Defenders: Yup’ik Youth Describe 

Overcoming Challenges in a Groundbreak-
ing Comic Book, Video and Website. First 
Alaskans Magazine December 2013/January 
2014:60–63.

2014b Tilting Point: The Resilience of Arctic Youth. 
First Alaskans Magazine Spring 2014:37–40.

Israel, Barbara A., Eugenia Eng, Amy J. Schultz, Edith A. 
Parker, and David Satcher, eds.
2005 Methods in Community- Based Participatory 

Research for Health. San Francisco: Jossey- Bass.

Lassiter, Luke E.
2005 The Chicago Guide to Collaborative Ethnogra-

phy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Konrad, Monica, ed.
2012 Collaborators Collaborating: Counterparts in 

Anthropological Knowledge and International 
Research Relations. Oxford: Berghahn Books.

Kovach, Margaret
2009 Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Con-

versations, and Contexts. Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press.

Kral, Michael, Ida Salusky, Pakkak Inuksuk, Leah 
Angutimarik, and Nathan Tulugardjuk
2014 Tunngajuq: Stress and Resilience among Inuit 

Youth in Nunavut, Canada. Transcultural Psy-
chiatry 51:673–692.

Laveaux, Deborah and Suzanne Christopher
2009 Contextualizing Community- Based Participa-

tory Research: Key Principles Of CBPR Meet 
The Indigenous Research Context. Pimatisiwin: 
A Journal of Aboriginal and Indigenous Com-
munity Health 7(1):1–25.

Mather, Elsie P. and Phyllis Morrow
2001 “There Are No More Words to the Story”. In 

Native American Oral Traditions: Collabora-
tion and Interpretation, Larry Evers and Barre 
Toelken, eds. Pp. 200–242. Logan: Utah State 
University Press.

Medicine, Beatrice and Sue-Ellen Jacobs
2001 Learning to Be an Anthropologist and Remain-

ing “Native”: Selected Writings. Urbana: Univer-
sity of Illinois Press.

Mihesuah, Devon A.
1998 Natives and Academics: Researching and Writ-

ing about American Indians. Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press.

Endnotes
1. We thank the National Science Foundation 
Office of Polar Programs (ARC-1219344; ARC-
1207894) without whose support this study would 
not have been possible.

2. It is with the permission of the youth that we 
use their real first names in this paper. All four 
youth were featured in First Alaskans magazine 
March 2014 and May 2014 issues.

References Cited
American Psychological Association (AMA)
2002 Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of 

Conduct, Including 2010 Amendments. http://
www.apa.org/ethics/code/principles.pdf.

Cummins, C., J. Doyle, L. Kindness, M. J. Lefthand, U. J. 
Bear Don’t Walk, A. L. Bends, S. C. Broadaway, A. K. 
Camper, R. Fitch, T. Ford, S. Hammer, A. Morrison, 
C. Richards, S. Young, and M. J. Eggers
2010 Community- Based Participatory Research in In-

dian Country: Improving Health through Water 
Quality Research and Awareness. Family and 
Community Health 33:166–174.

Denzin, Norman, Yvonna Lincoln, and Linda Tuhiwai 
Smith, eds.
2008 Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodol-

ogies. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.

Dewalt, Kathleen M. and Billie R. Dewalt
2011 Participant Observation: A Guide for Fieldwork-

ers. Lanham: Altamira Press.

Dwyer, Kevin
1987 Moroccan Dialogues: Anthropology in Question. 

Prospect Heights: Waveland Press.

Field, Les W.
1999 Complicities and Collaborations: Anthropolo-

gists and the Unacknowledged Tribes of Califor-
nia. Current Anthropology 40(2):193–209.

Fluehr-Lobban, Carolyn
2008 Collaborative Anthropology as Twenty-First- 

Century Ethical Anthropology. Collaborative 
Anthropologies 1:175–182.

Graves, William and Mark A. Shields
1991 Rethinking Moral Responsibility in Fieldwork: 

The Situated Negotiation of Research Ethics 
in Anthropology and Sociology. In Ethics and 
the Profession of Anthropology: Dialogue for a 
New Era. Carolyn Fluehr- Lobban, ed. Pp. 132–
151. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press.

Holkup, P. A., T. Tripp-Reimer, E. M. Salois, and 
C. Weinert
2004 Community- Based Participatory Research: 

An Approach to Intervention Research with 



70 Arctic Anthropology 52:1

Rasmus, Stacy, James Allen, and Tara Ford
2014 “Where I Have to Learn the Ways How to Live:” 

Youth Resilience in a Yup’ik Village in Alaska. 
Transcultural Psychiatry 51:713–734.

Richie, Stephen, Mary Jo Wabano, Jackson Beardy, 
Jeffrey Curran, Aaron Orkin, David VanderBurgh, and 
Nancy Young
2013 Community- Based Participatory Research with 

Indigenous Communities: The Proximity Para-
dox. Health and Place 24:183–189.

Smith, Linda Tuhiwai
1999 Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and 

Indigenous Peoples. New York: Zed Books.

Trimble, Joseph
2009 Commentary: No Itinerant Researchers Toler-

ated: Principled and Ethical Perspectives and 
Research with North American Indian Commu-
nities. Ethos 36(3):379–382.

Ulturgasheva, Olga
2012 Narrating the Future in Siberia: Childhood, Ad-

olescence and Autobiography among the Eveny. 
New York: Berghahn Books.

2014 Attaining Khinem: Challenges, Coping Strate-
gies and Resilience among Eveny Adolescents. 
Transcultural Psychiatry 51:632–650.

Ulturgasheva, Olga, Lisa Wexler, Michael Kral, James 
Allen, Gerald V. Mohatt, and Kristin Nystad
2011 Navigating International, Interdisciplinary, 

Collaborative Inquiry: Phase 1 Process in the 
Circumpolar Indigenous Pathways to Adulthood 
Project. Journal of Community Engagement and 
Scholarship 4(1):50–59.

Ulturgasheva, Olga, Stacy Rasmus, Lisa Wexler, Kristin 
Nystad, and Michael Kral
2014 Arctic Indigenous Youth Resilience and Vul-

nerability: Comparative Analysis of Adolescent 
Experiences and Resilience Strategies across 
Five Arctic Indigenous Communities. Transcul-
tural Psychiatry 51:735–756.

Ungar, Michael
2008 Resilience across Cultures. British Journal of 

Social Work 38(2):218–235.

2013 Resilience, Trauma, Context and Culture. 
Trauma, Violence, and Abuse 14(3):255–266.

Wallerstein, Nina and Bonnie Duran
2006 Using Community- Based Participatory Research 

to Address Health Disparities. Health Promotion 
Practice 7(3):312–323.

Wilson, Shawn
2008 Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research 

Methods. Winnipeg, Manitoba: Fernwood 
Publishing.

Wexler, Lisa, Linda Joule, Joe Garoutte, Janet Mazziotti, 
and Kim Hopper
2014 “Being Responsible, Respectful, Trying to Keep 

the Tradition Alive”: Cultural Resilience and 
Growing Up in an Alaska Native Community. 
Transcultural Psychiatry 51:693–712.

Mihesuah, Devon and Angela Wilson
2004 Indigenizing the Academy: Transforming Schol-

arship and Empowering Communities. Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press.

Minkler, Meredith and Nina Wallerstein
2008 Community- Based Participatory Research for 

Health: From Process to Outcomes. San Fran-
cisco: Jossey- Bass.

Mohatt, G. V., K. L. Hazel, J. Allen, M. Stachelrodt, 
C. Hensel, and R. Fath
2004 Unheard Alaska: Culturally Anchored Participa-

tory Research on Sobriety with Alaska Natives. 
American Journal of Community Psychology 
33:263–273.

Morrow, Phyllis and Chase Hensel
1992 Hidden Dissension: The Linguistic Negotiation 

of Minority- Majority Relationships. Arctic An-
thropology 29(1):38–53.

Morrow, Phyllis
1996 Yupik Agents and American Legal Agencies: 

Perspectives on Compliance and Resistance. 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 
2(3):405–423.

2002 “With Stories We Make Sense of Who We Are”: 
Narratives and Northern Communities. In The 
Power of Traditions: Identities, Politics, and So-
cial Sciences. Topics in Arctic Social Sciences 
4(1):17–31.

Morrow, Phyllis, ed.
2003 Communities of Memory. Anthropological 

Papers of the University of Alaska, New Series, 
vol. 3. Fairbanks: University of Alaska Press.

Mullen, Patrick B.
2000 Collaborative Research Reconsidered. Journal of 

Folklore Research 37(2/3):207–14.

Neilsen, Marianne and Larry Gould
2007 Non- Native Scholars Doing Research in Native 

American Communities: A Matter of Respect. 
Social Science Journal 44:420–433.

Noe T., S. Manson, C. Croy, H. McGough, J. Henderson, 
and D. S. Buchwald
2007 The Influence of Community- Based Participa-

tory Research Principles on the Likelihood of 
Participation in Health Research in American 
Indian Communities. Ethnicity and Disease 
17:S6–S14.

Nystad, Kristine, Anna Rita Spein, and Benedicte 
Ingstad
2014 Community Resilience Factors among Indige-

nous Sami Adolescents: A Qualitative Study 
in Northern Norway. Transcultural Psychiatry 
51:651–672.

Rasmus, Stacy
2014 Indigenizing CBPR: Evaluation of a Community- 

Based Participatory Research Process Imple-
mentation of the Elluam Tungiinun (Towards 
Wellness) Program in Alaska. American Jour-
nal of Community Psychology 54(1–2):170–179.


