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What we are doing is 
Mshiigaade – clearing, 

opening the path to where 
we want to be.

“
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Introduction

1 The Art and Practice of Mediation. Peter Bishop, Cheryl Picard, Rena Ramkay, Neil Sargent. 2015. Second Edition, Edmond Montgomery Publications Ltd. P.35

Indigenous Institutes (IIs) partner with diverse 
community, academic, industry, and government 
entities to meet the needs of their students and create 
academic opportunities that enable life-long learning, 
skills development and labour market success. When 
partnerships work well, there are immense benefits to 
students, communities, and the IIs themselves. Positive 
partnerships enable resources for Indigenous learners to 
go further, advance Indigenous self-determination over 
education, and enable incremental and self-reinforcing 
positive socio-economic benefits to accrue back into 
Indigenous communities.

However, not all partnerships are equal. Sometimes 
relationships relegate IIs into junior roles and 
disproportionately further the aims of third parties. 
When these instances arise, partnerships become 
detrimental to advancing Indigenous self-determination 
over education and are to the detriment of learners. 
They tax the scant resources held by IIs, diverting them 
away from other partnerships or activities that would 
provide greater benefits to learners. 

Given that partnerships influence how learners benefit 
from available resources, the stakes for getting 
partnerships right are high. Distinguishing high potential 
from high risk opportunities is essential for IIs to 
optimize their financial and human resource capacity. 
That is why IIs, through the Indigenous Institutes 
Consortium (IIC), have identified the need for a study to 
determine: a) what are the principles that foster success 
in partnerships; b) how IIs can maximize the likelihood 
of success in partnerships; and c) how to determine 
and communicate partnership standards to potential 
future partners.

We have approached this study using a partnership 
framework adopted from a conflict resolution typology 
published by Peter Bishop, Cheryl Picard, Rena Ramkay 

and Neil Sargent1. This approach allowed us to explore 
3 primary elements of relationship, each with distinct 
characteristics related to interests and negotiability, 
to try to find underlying principles for what makes 
partnerships with IIs work. These primary elements 
are issues-based considerations where matters 
are negotiable between partners and partners believe 
it is desirable for those matters to be negotiable, 
principles-based considerations where matters are 
non-negotiable between partners because they affect 
vital principles-based interests (called “rights-based” 
by Bishop et al.), and internal-governance-based 
considerations (called “power-based” by Bishop 
et al.) which relates to procedural matters with which 
partners may engage and through which both partners 
require transparency and predictability about the others 
systems in order to achieve a partnership. We discussed 
these considerations with IIs in the context of how 
they work with their primary partners (i.e., colleges, 
universities, public governments, Indigenous 
communities, and private sector companies) and 
how they may affect their primary beneficiaries (i.e, 
learners). 

Through these discussions, we identified four primary 
drivers why II’s seek partnerships (i.e., accreditation, 
funding, asserting self-determination over 
education, and learner & graduate success) and 
one additional primary driver why third parties might 
seek partnerships with II’s (i.e., reconciliation). 
While reconciliation may be an aspect of the first four 
drivers, we understand reconciliation can also be a 
stand-alone driver for third parties to seek partnerships 
with an Indigenous entity – sometimes on the basis 
of supporting self determination, but sometimes to 
increase Indigenous diversity and inclusion within 
their own institutional setting. While this goal is 
commendable, a third party focusing on its own diversity 
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and inclusion and not on Indigenous self-determination 
does not further the aims of IIs; that is to say, the 
third party and Indigenous individuals gaining new 
opportunities benefit from these partnerships but 
broader Indigenous collectivities (e.g., nations) do 
not necessarily benefit on the collective level and do 
not exercise rights-based self-determination in these 
circumstances.

We determined that II’s have a generally positive view 
of partnerships struck under the first four drivers 
and are overall satisfied with their primary partners. 
We also heard concern from IIs that partnerships 
under the auspices of reconciliation do not always 
produce benefit for IIs, notwithstanding the fact 
that as Indigenous partners they ought to receive 
primary benefit. Notwithstanding, we also heard that 
reconciliation-based partnerships can translate into 
success – particularly when they funnel efforts into one 
of the four primary drivers. 

IIs pointed to “juniorism,” unfair grant terms, inequal 
access to funding (e.g., ancillary funds collected 
by other institutions), and partner unfamiliarity with 
Indigenous realities as the main risks in each of their 
relationships. 

We heard strong consensus from IIs on the principles 
and characteristics that guide good partnerships. 
Those principals and characteristics can broadly be 
summarized as:

We also heard from IIs about non-starters for 
relationships – characteristics and principles that we 
would broadly classify as within the principles-based 
category. These non-starters include:

• One-sided relationships that unevenly benefit 
the interests of a third party

• Exploitative relationships that access and 
extract knowledge, information or data in ways that 
are contrary to a community’s best interests and 
undermine self-determination 

• Unclear relationships where IIs are unsure about 
a prospective partner’s motive or the basis for a 
partnership 

Through our interviews and desktop research, we 
also found that some aspects of relationships could 
potentially be improved through provincial policy. As the 
level of government with jurisdictional responsibility for 
post-secondary education, Ontario has policy levers that 
apply broadly to relationships between post-secondary 
institutes. In several instances, pulling those levers 
could result in both public policy benefits and enhance 
the exercise of Indigenous self-determination over 
post-secondary education. Where appropriate, we have 
made suggestions for further policy exploration. 

Through our desktop research, we found that non-
Indigenous post-secondary institutes have rolled out 
blanket policies to guard against the relationships 
described above. Where appropriate, we have identified 
some policy measures that IIs may wish to adopt in 
order to assert and transparently define their principles-
based prerogatives in relationships.

SELF-DETERMINATION of Indigenous Peoples 
over post-secondary education

EQUALITY with our partners on needs 
and interests

MUTUAL BENEFIT for all parties

TRANSPARENCY in how we work together

CAPITAL ALLOCATIONS that respect and 
maximize the use of our resources

RESPECT for the uniqueness of Indigenous 
cultures and the needs of Indigenous learners

PROACTIVE MANAGEMENT to foster a healthy 
relationship and manage issues together
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Methods
IIC retained the services of Creative Fire, a fully First 
Nations-owned consulting firm, to conduct a study 
on partnerships with IIs. Creative Fire performed 
an initial desktop study to understand partnership 
structures and themes amongst Indigenous peoples 
and post-secondary education institutions in order to 
help narrow down important themes. Desktop research 
focused on partnerships within Canada, but included 
a cursory scan of similar jurisdictions, specifically 
Australia, New Zealand and the United States. Our 
initial orientation research informed questions that were 
then sent in advance to each IIC member, as well as 
final recommendations respecting policy. In addition, 

desk-top research informed a model for understanding 
the operationality of partnerships based on three 
primary inputs: issues-based considerations, principles-
based considerations and self-determination-based 
considerations. 

Following the scan, Creative Fire held one-on-one 
interviews with IIC members. All but one institute 
participated in the interviews. Information from the 
interviews informed the description in this paper of 
partnership types, partnership issues, and partnership 
principles. Additionally, information from interviews has 
informed the recommendations within this paper.
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Partnership Drivers
IIs pursue partnerships in order to further their ability to 
deliver Indigenous-centred programs and services for 
their learners and advance opportunities for the success 
of their graduates. Good partnerships augment II 
capacity and help limited II resources go further towards 
the ends of learner and graduate success. Partnerships 
and the outcomes they enable are viewed by IIs as 
essential cornerstones for their success.

Partnerships are, in part, a necessity for IIs due to their 
relative newness. IIs were recognized by Ontario as a 
third – but equal – pillar of education in 2017, meaning 
that fundamental provincial support structures for IIs 
such as accreditation, stable and predictable funding, 
and core capital infrastructure needs are still evolving. 
Until these essentials come into place, IIs must rely on 
partnerships to fulfill their mandates for learners. 

All partnerships require inputs from their active 
partners. This means IIs and their third-party partners 
both invest time and human resource capital at a 
minimum – and may also invest funding or soft inputs 
like reputational capital. The balance of inputs is not 

always equal or proportionate, nor is it expected to be 
so. However, resources are limited for IIs, making capital 
rationing a necessary reality for them. Investing in good 
partnerships yields positive dividends for IIs; but scarcity 
creates a high opportunity cost for partnerships that do 
not yield dividends.

This section explores the dividends that IIs expect from 
relationships – what we term relationship drivers. It also 
explores an emerging driver for third parties to seek out 
II partnerships: reconciliation. 

Primary Partnership Drivers for IIs
Most partnerships with IIs are driven by 4 primary 
needs: accreditation, funding, self-determination, and 
graduate success. These partnerships tend to accrue 
benefits to both IIs and their third-party partners. 
Chart 1 (below), Partnership Drivers and Benefits for 
Partners, provides a snapshot of the types of benefits 
that partners can generally expect when working 
together to meet one of the needs above.

Chart 1: Partnership Drivers and Benefits for Partners

Driver for Partnership
Primary Relationship 
Partners

Partnership Benefits

Accreditation Colleges and Universities IIs are able to offer accredited courses, certificates and 
degrees to Indigenous learners.

Colleges and Universities receive financial benefits as a 
result of the partnership.

Colleges and Universities receive diversity, equity and 
inclusion benefits as a result of the partnership.

Funding Public Governments IIs are able to access funding for core services and 
other needs.

Governments can fulfill their obligation to 
ensure accessible high-quality education to 
Indigenous learners.
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ACCREDITATION
Until the conclusion of the ongoing accreditation 
process for IIs, IIs must work with colleges and 
universities to deliver courses, certificates and degrees 
that are accredited by those institutions. On the positive 
side, this allows IIs to curate course offerings in real 
time based on learners’ interests, community ambitions 
and labour market needs. On the negative side, IIs are 
less able to exercise Indigenous self-determination 
over education due to their reliance on pre-existing 
post-secondary institutions and can find themselves as 
“juniors” in relationships with limited ability to influence 
the partnership. By and large, however, IIs characterize 
their relationships that focus on program access with 
colleges and universities as positive. 

Accessing accredited courses, certificates and degrees 
requires IIs to enter formal relationships with colleges 
and universities that are accredited. There are no policy 
parameters that determine financial arrangements 
between IIs and colleges and universities, meaning final 
arrangements are subject to negotiation. However, there 
are policy frameworks respecting the communication 
of the partnership and the treatment of II students as 
equivalent to those pursuing the same program directly 
through a college (see: http://www.tcu.gov.on.ca/pepg/
documents/FrameworkforPrograms.pdf). 

IIs can freely negotiate between colleges offering similar 
accredited courses/certificates. Typically, IIs negotiate 
shared grant access with colleges for program delivery, 
resulting in financial incentives for both parties to 
partner. As ultimate quality assurance responsibility 
lies with the college, negotiations may also include 
parameters respecting an IIs flexibility to tailor course 
delivery to the specific needs of Indigenous learners 
(e.g., by splitting in person/online delivery, adding 
on the land components, etc.). Most IIs have primary 
regional/local college partners through which they 
procure accredited courses. Partnerships with colleges 
tend to include access to services for II students, such 
as library access. IIs have noted that many of their 
college partners take an active interest in the success 
of their learners and make efforts to be visible partners; 
however, some have a more hands-off approach. 

In the case of universities, negotiations primarily focus 
on the total number of enrolled students per course. IIs 
reported that university arrangements focus squarely 
on tuition revenues. IIs are solely responsible for the 
total cost of the right to deliver a course, and must 
absorb any gap between total collected enrolment 
tuition and the final cost of the course. IIs noted that 
university courses are more expensive and, compared 
to college courses, more inelastic in cost, making it 

Driver for Partnership
Primary Relationship 
Partners

Partnership Benefits

Indigenous Self-
Determination 
over Education

Indigenous Communities IIs can credibly and authentically represent themselves 
as Indigenous-led institutions and contribute to the 
self-determination of Indigenous peoples and nations.

Indigenous communities have a trusted partner that 
can educate youth and train workers, and that has 
professional means to advance self-determination over 
education as envisioned by those communities.

Learner & 
Graduate Success

Private Sector, Public 
Sector, and Indigenous 
community employers

IIs can tailor programs to be relevant to learners and the 
job market, and increase the likelihood of success for 
its learners and graduates.

Private, public, and Indigenous community employers 
can fill labour needs with trained Indigenous talent.

http://www.tcu.gov.on.ca/pepg/documents/FrameworkforPrograms.pdf
http://www.tcu.gov.on.ca/pepg/documents/FrameworkforPrograms.pdf
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difficult to balance student accessibility and offset II 
risk should enrolment levels fall below the financial 
break-even point. 

Trades in Ontario are offered through ministerial-
approved Training Delivery Agents (TDAs), which 
include accredited colleges. TDAs may offer training 
on-campus or off, subject to approvals. Delivery is 
designed to ensure high quality standardized training 
with minimal overlaps between institutions and 
maximum coordination amongst TDAs; as a result, it 
is a highly regulated environment. IIs partnering with 
TDAs report little flexibility to negotiate arrangements 
and have noted that the current rules require them to 
meet the demands of partner TDAs, which could include 
changes in delivery methods and locations at any time 
before or during a program offering. Notwithstanding, 
trade programs create clear pathways for II learners to 
enter the workforce, fulfilling distinct and immediate 
needs, and therefore provide high value for IIs and their 
community partners. 

FUNDING
The typical fiscal profile of an II in Ontario is unique 
from colleges and universities. The latter have built up 
an alumni, donor, and recruitment base that propels 
ongoing own source revenues and creates a wide 
network of funding opportunities; IIs, however, have 
lower enrolment levels and their relative newness 
results in lesser access to independent revenue sources 
(e.g. alumni giving, contract research, tuition, etc.). 
Therefore, IIs are more reliant on transfer payments 
from governments in order to continue operations at 
current capacity and are fully reliant on government for 
the incremental investments that are necessary to ramp 
up program and service offerings and market presence.

IIs primary funding partner is the Ministry of Colleges 
and Universities (MCU), which provides core transfer 
payments to meet IIs core operational needs. Core 
transfer payments are negotiated on a yearly basis. 
Additionally, MCU may make capital infrastructure 
funding available from time to time for shovel-ready 

nfrastructure projects. MCU’s current funding envelope 
for IIs is currently being restructured, meaning that the 
current funding experience of IIs may change in the next 
fiscal year.

IIs describe their relationship with MCU as generally 
positive. They note that there is an open dialogue with 
the province about funding needs and a willingness to 
try to find solutions. Notwithstanding, IIs have noted 
that current transfers are insufficient, particularly given 
the shared desire by IIs and Ontario for IIs to increase 
their presence amongst First Nations learners and boost 
their enrollment. IIs uniformly expressed their view 
that an influx of funding is necessary to help IIs catch 
up with the multi-decade head start that colleges and 
universities have in building their administrative capacity 
and capital asset portfolio. 

IIs also access funds through their college partnerships, 
through either shared grant access or agreements 
to tuition revenues. While we cannot assess the total 
contribution of college partnerships to the typical 
fiscal profile of IIs, IIs noted that they were general a 
small but important supplementary source of essential 
funding. Notably, one II stated that partnerships with 
colleges provides the source of funds for their capital 
infrastructure maintenance, a core need that they felt 
should be included in provincial core funding. 

Some funding partnerships emerge from time to 
time with the Government of Canada; however, these 
partnerships are relatively limited in scope compared to 
partnerships with Ontario. 

INDIGENOUS SELF-DETERMINATION 
OVER EDUCATION
IIs exist as an Indigenous centred third – but equal – 
pillar of post-secondary education in Ontario. Therefore, 
IIs must be rooted in the community level – which is the 
level at which Indigenous rights exist and from which 
comes self-determination – by being responsive to 
communities and nations, and reflective of their ways 
of knowing, being and doing. Limited public information 
suggests that self-determination in education correlates 
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to improved outcomes for Indigenous learners2 and is 
therefore an essential element of learner success. 

IIs have deep rooted partnerships with Indigenous 
communities and nations and, as a result, IIs can 
credibly assert that they are an expression of Indigenous 
self-determination over education. Partnerships 
take multiple forms: there is no one model to fit. IIs 
were founded by and have direct affiliations with 
communities, nations, or treaty regions. Most have 
direct presence on reserve lands, which requires 
agreement and support from a host First Nation 
community. Some have shared administrative services 
with a First Nation’s education branch. Many have 
support resolutions from regional organizations.

IIs seek strategic input from communities. For example, 
IIs tend to work with their host communities/nations 
to offer programs that fill labour market needs within 
the communities and in their surrounding region. They 
also frequently work with communities to determine 
delivery mechanisms for courses, which may include 
on the land or in-community elements. Importantly, 
IIs also seek to embed the cultures and values of 
their founding/host communities and nations into the 
educational experience for learners in order to create an 
environment in which they can thrive.

LEARNER & GRADUATE SUCCESS
IIs are all invested in the success of their learners and 
graduates. Learner and graduate success are perceived 
as critical for ensuring that education through IIs is 
perceived as a credible, viable option for future learners. 
Success is understood in the context of meeting the 
primary interests of learners (e.g., attaining skills) and 
post-graduation employment.   

In order to increase the likelihood of graduate 
employment, IIs frequently work with local employers 
and industries to identify labour market needs. 
Agreements between employers and IIs are common, in 

2 Indigenous-led elementary and secondary education systems have reported higher graduation rates, see for example Mi’kmaw Kina’matnewey in Nova Scotia 
(https://www.academica.ca/indigenous/mi’kmaq-communities-ns-celebrate-record-graduation-rates). Comparable data for post-secondary institutes is not 
readily available.

which IIs agree to provide programs to fill labour market 
needs and employers agree to help identify necessary 
skills for learners, and offer internships, practicums, or 
access to employment opportunities. 

IIs participating in these types of arrangements have 
noted their utility and positive contributions. All IIs 
expressed interest in forming partnerships with potential 
employers to ensure that the skills they teach are 
relevant and to increase the likelihood that graduates 
bridge their educational experience into economic 
opportunities. 

Reconciliation as a Driver
Following the final report of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, governments, research funders and 
philanthropies have placed a premium on Indigenous 
content in funding requests. This has resulted in 
increased interest in partnerships with Indigenous 
organizations, as increased demand for employing 
Indigenous talent, and an emphasis on access to and 
understanding about Indigenous communities. For IIs, 
this creates new opportunities for mutually beneficial 
partnerships; however, it also creates risks that potential 
partnerships may be “token” or one-sided. Additionally, 
the current dynamic creates risks that third-party 
partners may try to poach talent from IIs or alternatively 
compete with IIs for limited resources that are set aside 
for projects in the spirit of reconciliation.

Some IIs have taken proactive measures to mitigate 
risks related to poaching and competition over talent. 
One II noted that it takes a collaborative approach 
with its local college partner to ensure opportunities to 
mutually attract and share talent. Partnerships in this 
vein should be encouraged across the post-secondary 
landscape since they provide direct benefits to all 
post-secondary partners and potential employment 
opportunities for Indigenous talent. 

Provincial recognition for IIs is recent – the Indigenous 

https://www.academica.ca/indigenous/mi’kmaq-communities-ns-celebrate-record-graduation-rates
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Institutes Act was passed in 2017 – so II’s are far 
behind the starting line from colleges and universities in 
the race for resources, recruitment, and capital assets. 
As a result, IIs may find themselves in junior roles when 
partnering under the auspices of reconciliation due to 
either lack of administrative capacity or, alternatively, 
due to grant designs that flow funding solely to 
accredited institutions. The is particularly true with 
respect to federal research grants, which have high 
administrative burdens and are generally flowed through 
university partners. 

To be clear, reconciliation is important for IIs and their 
host/founding communities/nations. However, some II’s 
noted wariness about partnerships under the banner 
of reconciliation, citing the need to ensure that the 

partnership does not solely take resources from IIs to 
meet the agenda of their partner.

II Partnership Characteristics

In order to explore principles that make partnerships 
work for IIs, we used a partnership dynamics typology 
adopted from a conflict management framework. The 
conflict management typology seeks to assess how 
to solve issues that may arise within relationships; we 
focused instead on what are occurrences that typically 
happen within each typology and what characteristics 
make those occurrences either positive or negative for 
an II. A summary of the typology can be found below 
in Chart 2:

Chart 2: Partnership Consideration Typology

Issues-Based Partnership 
Considerations

Principles-Based Partnership 
Considerations

Internal-Governance-Based 
Partnership Considerations

• Considerations where 
outcomes can be unique to 
partnerships

• Require flexible approaches 
and agreed-upon processes 
that consider both parties’ 
priorities

• Types of issues that, if partner 
positions cannot align, would 
require a negotiation but 
usually would not result in the 
dissolution of a partnership

• Types of issues that, if a 
partner fails to live up their 
terms, would require conflict 
resolution or mediation but are 
unlikely to escalate to require 
legal remedy

• Can be dealt with through 
negotiations supported by 
policy parameters or principles

• Non-negotiable considerations 
touching on Indigenous rights 

• Require standard, bedrock 
approaches

• Types of issues that, if partner 
positions cannot align, would 
likely end the relationship 

• Types of issues that, if a 
partner fails to live up to their 
terms, would likely trigger 
litigation or arbitration

• Can be dealt with through 
values statements, 
policies, and standardized 
contractual language / 
partnership templates

• Relates to matters fully 
within the internal purview 
of a partner

• Governance and procedural 
considerations on how 
decisions are made by an 
institution

• Fundamentally about fairness, 
transparency and predictability 

• Usually dealt with exclusively 
through internal policy that is 
publicly accessible 

• Inappropriate for third 
parties to question models, 
but appropriate to seek to 
understand how decisions are 
made to comply with process
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Issues-based partnership considerations are 
those considerations that are dealt with issue-by-issue. 
These issues may be negotiated through methods or 
forums that are agreed upon, but the methods and 
forums do not dictate a known outcome in advance. 
Outcomes for each issue can be unique. Parties would 
not necessarily find it beneficial or desirable to deal 
with these elements through blanket policy. They are 
typically matters that one would expect as part of the 
give-and-take of a relationship. Considerations within 
this category are usually subject to negotiations and 
agreements. Some of these issues a partner may 
completely defer to the other – for example, a college is 
likely to defer completely to an II on incorporating elder 
teachings into a course. Others may require negotiation 
– for example, changing the way an accredited course 
is delivered. Within these issues, dynamics like power, 
capital, attitude, and negotiation tactics matter: they 
generally will define both the outcome and tone of the 
relationship.

Issues-based considerations are usually dealt with 
either through compromise or collaboration. 
In compromise approaches, one party focuses on 
negotiating substantive points but is willing to cede 
smaller points (i.e., an “and/or” approach). Collaborative 
approaches focus on relationships and interests in 
order to resolve negotiations without parties needing 
to make concessions (i.e., an “and/and” approach). 

Compromise approaches were generally described 
by IIs as their “transactional” relationships, where 
parties are less invested in deep relationships but 
highly invested in rapidly reaching their interest-based 
outcomes. Collaborative approaches were described as 
deeper levels of partnership, where parties are invested 
in interest-based outcomes and visible, meaningful 
actions that continually reinforce the relationship. Both 
types of relationships are considered valuable by IIs 
– compromise ones because they achieve results with 
less administrative capital investment, and collaborative 
ones because they reflect ideals for how relationships 
ought to look. IIs did not identify a clear preference 
for either approach; however, they identified mutual 
benefit as a fundamental principle underpinning how 
issues-based considerations are sorted (i.e., win/win 
approaches). 

IIs identified multiple regular, transactional issues-
based partnership considerations that shape their 
relationships. All IIs noted administrative negotiations 
regarding sharing tuition or grant as the primary 
issues-based consideration. Some noted that these 
negotiations have led to standardized ranges for 
revenue sharing, leading to frictionless negotiations 
where administrative relationships instead focused on 
shared commitments to learners and the health and 
nature of the relationship itself. Others noted a higher 
degree of variability in negotiations which, although not 

Issues-Based Partnership 
Considerations

Principles-Based Partnership 
Considerations

Internal-Governance-Based 
Partnership Considerations

EXAMPLES:
• Establishing administrative 

agreements to jointly access or 
share funding

• Adapting delivery design to 
learners needs while meeting 
accreditor requirements

EXAMPLES:
• Following Ownership, Control, 

Access and Possession 
(OCAP) protocols

• Respecting communal 
Indigenous ownership over 
traditional knowledge 

• Prioritizing research and 
employment opportunities for 
Indigenous learners

EXAMPLES:
• Designated authority to enter 

into agreements

• Evaluation process 
for considering 
partnership proposals
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noted as negative, has potential implications for the 
predictability of funding and for allocating staff time 
and effort for reaching agreements. In these scenarios, 
administrative aspects may take up more oxygen in the 
relationship than focus on learners and the health of the 
relationship itself. 

IIs recognized that issues-based considerations can 
escalate into relationship problems if they are not 
effectively and transparently dealt with. IIs highlighted 
the need to have ongoing and proactive approaches 
so that issues-based considerations can be dealt with 
in timely, predictable ways and through established 
approaches in order to avoid unnecessary escalations 
when problems arise. 

Principles-based partnership considerations are 
those where there cannot be give-and-take. These 
considerations are often rights based – and can include 
section 35 and UNDRIP based rights − but can also 
include core, fundamental principles and values. The 
full breadth includes matters in which a party has a 
firm position, based on principle or precedent, that 
is fundamental and vital to their interests, identity, or 
mandate. Given the gravity of the position, they are 
matters where each partner must accept the other’s 
position – failure to do so necessarily pre-empts the 
ability to partner. Often, these considerations can be 
addressed through blanket policy – such as plagiarism 
rules. If a partner fails to respect the other’s principles-
based issues in the term of a partnership, it is likely to 
result in the dissolution of the relationship and could 
escalate to arbitration or litigation. An example of this 
would be respecting genetic resources of Indigenous 
learners at an II in the course of a study. In these 
matters, dynamics like power, capital, or attitude matter 
less since the outcomes are essentially zero-sum; one 
partner cannot negotiate or use leverage to circumvent 
the other’s rights-based consideration. The clear 
articulation of a position and the ability to explain its 
rationale, as well as the openness of a third-party 
partner to understanding and accommodating 
the position, are essential in order to make the 
partnership work. 

IIs identified that principles-based partnership 
considerations could arise on questions of culture, 
self-determination and identity; however, in their 
experiences, these questions are generally understood 
by partners as residing solely within the decision-
making space of IIs. IIs uniformly agreed that their 
core principles and values need to be respected for a 
partnership to come to fruition. IIs correlated several 
basic necessary principles as factors that also influence 
the approaches that they take, and expect their partners 
to take, towards issues-based considerations, such as 
expecting all parties to benefit from the outcomes of 
negotiations and approaching one another from a place 
of respect.

Internal-Governance-based partnership 
considerations are those relating to how parties make 
decisions internally. These factors set the stage for 
how partners approach and interact with one another. 
Neither party has interests in changing the others 
governance; however, understanding decision making 
processes is required for partners to navigate how 
they approach aspects of their partnership together. 
Transparency and predictability are predicates for 
partners to feel as though they are treated fairly, 
equitably and respectfully by their partner. Examples 
of these considerations would include the ways in 
which both an II and a local employer each approve 
an internship placement program. If both parties are 
clear and open about decision making processes and 
follow the processes as they are described to the other 
partner, parties can reasonably plan and predict their 
pathway towards success. If a partner cannot explain 
their internal approval process and the process begins 
to drag out, or new hurdles are put up for the other 
partner to meet, it is likely that the partnership will fail. 

IIs expressed an expectation of transparency with their 
partners. One II noted that potential partners that seem 
to lack in transparency often end up requiring more time 
and more effort to work with, often with less certain 
outcomes, making them a poor choice as a partner. 
Several IIs noted that they have internal processes that 
they must follow to resolve policy-level conflicts with 
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partners, and that they would expect their partners to 
allow for their internal processes to play out as they 
seek to reach resolutions. 

General Partnership 
Observations by IIs
During interviews, IIs noted that all three considerations 
come together to ultimately define the relationship. 
For instance, significant aspects of their relationships 
are subject to negotiation. Most of the negotiations 
pertain to definable and predictable parameters – e.g., 
financial access – but the ways negotiations play out 
change between partners. IIs noted that their leverage 
varies between partners as does the flexibility of 
negotiations. IIs also noted that leverage and flexibility 
alone do not define whether relationships are positive; 
transparency, accountability, and the spirit of willingness 
are equally important. For instance, IIs noted that 
their relationships with Ontario is generally positive, 
despite inflexible terms and conditions around funding, 
because provincial officials are responsive, honest and 
collaborative. Thus, the interplay between issues-based 
considerations like negotiations, principles-based 
considerations like terms and conditions, and internal-
governance-based considerations like conduct and 
service standards defines the relationship more so than 
any one category alone.

IIs identified several specific partnership dynamics 
scenarios that occur as a result of partner conditions 
within the three consideration categories.

When internal partnership dynamics (i.e., the 
position partners take in negotiations) give more 
leverage to a partner, or when external partnership 
dynamics (e.g., grant terms and conditions for a 
program to which partners are co-applying) grant more 
leverage to a partner, IIs often find themselves relegated 
to junior roles. The issue of “juniorism” was raised by 
most IIs as one of the key partnership issues they face, 
as it creates the perception that they are a third-and-
less equal pillar of post-secondary education in Ontario 
and can be detrimental overall to their ambitions of 
self-determination. Since many of the partnerships IIs 

pursue are to fulfil vital needs and interests, and due to 
capital allocation constraints and the high start-up costs 
of new relationships, IIs may be reluctant to walk away 
from relationships where they are relegated to junior 
roles. However, they are also by-and-large not keen to 
explore these relationships to begin with.

IIs noted that, because they are relatively new and 
lack institutional resources and own-source revenue, 
their partners are often in a better negotiating position 
than they are. This newness applies to policy as 
well; meaning that IIs partners often have internal 
policies setting the parameters of relationships and/or 
negotiations whereas IIs do not. Notwithstanding, they 
noted that most of their partners put a high value on 
relationships, which levels the playing field for working 
with one another. For example, one institute noted that 
their college partners would be open to abiding by II 
policies respecting aspects of the relationship were 
such policies in place. 

Characteristics and Principles 
of Positive Partnerships

IIs described their views on what makes partnerships 
work during interviews held in late 2019, as well as 
what parties desire from partnerships. Although their 
descriptions about principles and characteristics varied, 
IIs identified common core bedrocks required for 
partnerships to work. In this section, we describe the 
common core principles and characteristics, as well 
as the “inputs” IIs described as necessary for realizing 
those principles and characteristics. 

SELF-DETERMINATION
IIs reflect the exercise of self-determination by 
Indigenous peoples over post-secondary education. 
Similarly, Indigenous Institutes exercise their own 
self-determination over how they deliver education 
in a culturally relevant way to maximize the chances 
of life-long success for Indigenous learners. Since 
self-determination is a fundamental underlying principle 
for Indigenous Institutes, it must also be a fundamental 
underlying principle for partnerships.
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IIs articulated that self-determination expresses itself 
when partners:

• Acknowledge and accommodate that IIs have 
unique commitments to their learners, who are 
distinct from other types of learners

• Acknowledge and accommodate that IIs have 
unique commitments to their host/founding 
communities/nations

• Acknowledge and accommodate that IIs are driven 
by Indigenous values 

Learners directly benefit from partnerships 
acknowledge self-determination over Indigenous 
post-secondary education as a priority. That is because 
self-determination over Indigenous post-secondary 
education manifests itself by embedding culture, 
support, and values into education that enhance and 
support the learning experience. 

EQUALITY
IIs often have less resources – and less access to 
resources – than their partners. However, this does 
not make them “junior” partners. Similarly, IIs often 
have principles-based positions that need to be 
accommodated for partnerships to work. Their needs do 
not lessen the interests of those that partner with IIs or 
relegate them to a “junior” status.

Good partnerships recognize that both partners are 
equal in their ability to exercise self-determination, 
and that their interests have equal value. Partnerships 
recognize that inequalities may exist – e.g., in terms of 
resources, size, or capacity – but instead focus on the 
equal validity of one another’s interests and goals. 

IIs articulated that equality expresses itself 
when partners:

• Understand and accommodate the historic 
circumstances of Indigenous peoples broadly 
and IIs specifically, including that IIs have had 
less time to develop capacity and build steady 
resource streams

• Each recognize the other as valuable contributors to 
their own interests

• Each recognize the other as having equally 
valid interests

• Recognize and respect each other’s mandates as 
equally important

• Mutually value and respect one another’s autonomy 
as well as their unique contributions to the 
relationship

• Give equal weight to one another’s concerns, 
priorities and procedures for making decisions

MUTUAL BENEFIT
Good partnerships benefit the interests of both parties. 
Partnerships that are one-sided drain scarce capital 
without producing benefits, and therefore are to be 
avoided by parties. Mutual benefit is the raison d’être 
for partnerships and therefore a key element that must 
be identifiable in each and every one. 

Mutual benefit is exclusive from equal benefit; benefits, 
like inputs, may be asymmetrical. Benefit also is not 
necessarily an objective measure; perceived benefits, 
and immeasurable soft benefits like enhanced 
reputation, are equally as important. 

IIs articulated that mutual benefit expresses itself 
when partners:

• Learn about one another’s interests and mandates

• Act based on a mutual want to advance one 
another’s interests and mandates, instead of 
positional approaches

• Focus on the needs of their common interests and/
or constituents, such as the needs of learners

• Focus on win-win collaborations at best, or at 
minimum prevent patterns of asymmetrical issue-
approach/issue-avoidance between partners

• Maintain open dialogue about the state of the 
relationship and the needs of partners
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TRANSPARENCY
Partners rely on one another to be honest so that they 
can assess opportunities, risks, and asset allocations. 
This requires transparency about goals, procedures, 
programs, parameters, policies, terms, conditions and 
other variable external factors and inputs. 

Transparency also requires each partner must have 
defined decision-making processes, and be able to 
explain how and when decisions and evaluations 
relevant to partnerships will be internally assessed. 
Timeliness was identified as a key factor by IIs, which 
noted that delays in agreements or funding can have 
ripple effects throughout a fiscal year. 

Transparency requires differentiation between what’s 
known and unknown – and honesty about both. Over 
time, transparency becomes a feedback loop, creating 
the trust that is foundational for deeper relationships.

IIs articulated that transparency expresses itself 
when partners:

• Are upfront about the types of requirements or 
conditions for joint work

• Are predictable and timely in assessing partnership 
opportunities, or program or service requests

• Can identify variables that they are unsure of and 
jointly plan for contingencies or multiple scenarios

• Have clear decision-making processes and can 
explain how decisions are made and by whom

• Establish patterns of open, honest dialogue about 
their views on opportunities or ongoing work

• Reliably and predictably make contributions to joint 
work and the relationship as agreed to 

CAPITAL 
Funding and labour are both scarce resources for IIs, 
and partnerships have opportunity costs. This means 
that IIs must ration financial and human capital by 
choosing partnership investments carefully. Good 
partnerships respect IIs’ scarce capital – and the need 
to prioritize its allocations into activities that generate 

return for learners, communities and graduates − by 
ensuring tolerable thresholds to entry and smart 
resource use. Good partnerships may go even further 
by changing IIs hard capital rationing calculations by 
increasing funding access or making direct funding 
contributions. 

IIs articulated that good capital rationing and allocation 
expresses itself in relationships that:

• Put benefits for learners and graduates first

• Take time to plan and focus on clearly 
defined outcomes

• Assess costs, benefits and required capital for 
proposed activities

• Open avenues to access capital based on actual 
costs and needs

RESPECT
Partners need to understand and respect one another. 
Respect in this circumstance means acknowledging 
and working based on the realities and mandates for, 
and limitations of, partners. Respect is particularly 
important when partners are working across cultural 
lines, which have created socio-economic disparities, to 
meet shared societal goals for education and work force 
development. 

IIs all clearly articulated that Indigenous values and 
principles form the backbone of their approach to 
partnerships and supporting learner success. These 
values and principles are therefore inseparable from 
IIs – they are an IIs DNA. Partners must acknowledge 
and respect these values and principles. 

They must also recognize that not all IIs, or the host/
founding communities/nations, are the same. In fact, 
they are highly diverse. Similarly, communities and 
nations have had different historical experiences and 
have different treaty relationships with Canada. It is 
important to IIs that their partners learn about their 
unique circumstances and do not merely assume based 
on past experiences with other Indigenous groups. 
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IIs articulated that respect is fostered when partners:

• Understand one another’s culture, history, values, 
needs, priorities, mandates and realities

• Acknowledge and accommodate one 
another’s realities

• Treat one another fairly 

• Take time to consider one another’s perspectives 
and adjust approaches as required

• Treat one another as valued partners

• Come from a place of curiosity and kindness 

• Focus on the relationship and not just the outcomes

PROACTIVE MANAGEMENT
IIs believe that having good, positive partnerships can 
be a benefit in its own right. IIs were also frank that 
every relationship at some point will face challenges 
that capital is required to overcome. Therefore, 
allocating inputs into healthy relationships can be just 
as important as allocating inputs for outcomes for 
learners. 

IIs expressed that they expect their partners to be open 

to tough conversations. They value partnerships that 
are proactive in preventing issues where possible, and 
resolving them quickly without unnecessary escalation 
when they cannot be prevented. For partnerships to 
do so, they must have open lines of communication, 
frankness, trust, and a sincere willingness amongst 
parties to understand one another.

IIs articulated that proactive management allows for:

• Resources to go towards positive outcomes instead 
of unnecessary issues

• Deeper understanding about one another’s cultures, 
goals, and objectives

• Strengthened, evolving governance models that 
foster the partnership as it grows over time

Characteristics of Negative Partnerships

II’s noted that not all partnerships are positive. While 
most negative partnerships can be defined as the 
absence of the qualities discussed in the previous 
section, there are several particularly problematic types 
of relationships that are highlighted in the chart below. 

One-Sided Relationships Exploitative Relationships Unclear Relationships

• Relationships where a third 
party is looking to partner with 
an II for the third-party’s direct 
financial benefit but where IIs 
receive little direct benefit

• Relationships that further 
diversity and inclusion 
for a partner but yield no 
benefit for IIs 

• Often these are “rushed” 
opportunities where a third 
party is reacting to pressure to 
find an Indigenous participant 
or respond to pressures around 
Indigenous representation

• Relationship where a 
third party is looking to 
access Indigenous peoples, 
communities or nations and 
their knowledge, culture or 
genetic resources

• The third party will receive 
benefits as a result of that 
access, and those benefits 
are not shared back with 
Indigenous participants

• A relationship where a third 
party is looking to partner with 
an II and where there is an 
ongoing, unfulfilled opportunity 
for IIs to benefit 

• Often these relationships are 
rooted in good will but simply 
fail to materialize in action 

• Notwithstanding, these 
relationships take up II 
resources that could go to 
other partnerships 
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Key Takeaways 

Overall, IIs feel that they have healthy, strong, positive 
partnerships. This is in part because IIs shy away from 
partnerships that they believe will drain resources that 
would otherwise go to supporting learners and building 
opportunities for new graduates (and, conversely, trend 
towards the opposite). Partners working with IIs tend to 
understand the unique Indigenous cultures of institutes 
and share commitments to the success of Indigenous 
learners and graduates. 

II partnerships take different forms and are formed 
under various conditions. IIs expect to negotiate the 
terms of relationships with their partners and are 
accustomed to variability in terms of their agreements. 
Simply put, there is no one-size fits all for institutes, nor 
for their relationships.

IIs are aware of and concerned about the potential for 
power imbalances in their negotiations. This is in part 
because the recognition of IIs as a third-but-equal 
pillar of post-secondary education in Ontario is recent, 
and as a result they have less historic funding for 
programs, services and capital infrastructure, less 

access to current funding, and lack own source revenue 
opportunities and the external funding bases of older 
post-secondary institutions. Power imbalances can 
be – and are – mitigated by focusing on common 
interests, such as common constituents, and finding 
mutual benefits.

Significant aspects of relationships are up for 
negotiation simply because they cannot be fixed across 
all partnerships. For example, IIs find it desirable to 
negotiate their funding relationships with government 
and their contractual relationships with colleges. 
However, negotiations could benefit from more defined 
policy structures. From a public policy perspective 
and from an II perspective, negotiating accreditation 
where a third party’s primary motive is profit is neither 
desirable nor beneficial for closing education gaps and 
servicing learners. Similarly, the off-loading of financial 
risk to IIs for capital infrastructure planning, enrolment, 
or other risks does not achieve the public policy 
goal of increasing access to educational attainment 
for Indigenous learners. Ontario and IIs should work 
together to define policy parameters that maintain 
flexibility in relationships while advancing their mutual 
interest to support Indigenous learners.

One-Sided Relationships Exploitative Relationships Unclear Relationships

EXAMPLES:
• A partner that needs an 

Indigenous partner to access a 
funding opportunity, but intends 
to fully lead the project 

• A partner that wants to “check 
a box” by having an Indigenous 
partner, but that does not share 
funding or project leadership 
with an II

• A partner that wants an 
Indigenous representative on a 
board or committee without a 
deeper relationship

EXAMPLES:
• Researchers who collect 

sensitive community data but 
do not follow OCAP principles

• Researchers who sell 
Indigenous knowledge, culture 
or resources to third party 
for-profit interests without 
community permission or 
benefit sharing agreements

EXAMPLES:
• A corporation is interested 

in setting up an internship 
exchange attached to 
an accredited program, 
but despite protracted 
conversations does not actually 
hire interns

• A government ministry is 
interested in forming a 
relationship with IIs, but despite 
protracted conversations 
is unable to commit to a 
partnership or to resources 
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IIs are acutely aware of relationship aspects that 
are not and should not be negotiable. These include 
provisions to protect Indigenous learners, communities 
and nations, and to assert the self-determination of 
Indigenous peoples over post-secondary education. 
Many of the concepts articulated by IIs can be 
formalized by IIs into internal policy. Doing so is 
desirable because it allows IIs to be transparent about 
their requirements, and drafting and ratifying the 
policies is, in itself, an act of self-determination. We 
believe that there is common language to describe 
many of IIs non-negotiables and found that colleges 
and universities across Canada routinely adopt policies 
in on these items. Subject areas include intellectual 
property – which can encompass Ownership, Control, 
Access and Possession (OCAP) principles – and II 
visual identity, which is an aspect of self-determination. 
We have included a list of draft policy areas for the 
consideration of IIs. 

We found that IIs are driven to form partnerships to 
meet four primary needs: access to accreditation, 
access to funding, the exercise of Indigenous 
self-determination over post-secondary education, 
and the need to line up opportunities so learners 
become successful graduates. IIs raised various 
considerations about third parties seeking to partner 
under the auspices of reconciliation and the risks 
these partnerships create if they are not well defined 
or focused on mutual benefit. IIs also raised that 
government focus on reconciliation has created 
opportunities, but also a race for resources where 
IIs may fall behind. We believe that this creates an 
imperative for government funders to consider how 
new resources are accessed and equitably distributed 
in order to ensure they support Indigenous institutions 
which, in the long term, will provide ongoing sustainable 
benefits to Indigenous communities. 

We found that many of the principles that IIs described 
for good partnerships are not Indigenous specific. 
However, they were largely articulated through 

Indigenous worldviews. We believe that these concepts 
can be articulated by all IIs in a simple and common-
but-adaptable format. To that end, we have included 
a sample template for partnerships in Annex 2 and an 
infographic that IIC can use to communicate partnership 
principles in Annex 3. 

Policy Recommendations for Province

Indigenous Institutes create institutional partnerships 
within the wider context of Ontario’s policies pertaining 
to accreditation and finances. While the terms of 
partnerships should be flexible, certain parameters 
should be established in order to ensure partnerships 
between publicly funded institutions are within the spirit 
of the mutual public and Indigenous interest to support 
Indigenous learners. To this end, we make the following 
recommendations for provincial policy or program 
development in partnership with IIs:

1. Explore a backstop for university accredited 
programs to prevent financial difficulties arising due 
to shortfalls in actual enrolment 

2. Explore establishing maximum profit parameters 
for negotiated agreements to provide 
accredited courses

3. Explore multi-year funding arrangements to create 
predictability while IIs transition into becoming 
accredited post-secondary institutes

4. Explore flexibilities for trade program offerings to 
allow IIs more predictability and control in delivering 
courses through an accredited college

5. Examine access to reconciliation-oriented funding 
that may become available to post-secondary 
institutions in order to ensure fair access by IIs 

6. Explore capital infrastructure needs, including 
operation and maintenance funding, in order to 
better incorporate infrastructure-related aspects 
into the provincial-II relationship
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Recommendations for IIs: 
Setting Foundations for 
Partnerships Through Policy

Aspects of relations – particularly those that are 
principles- or self-determination based – can be set 
forth by promulgating standardized policies. This 
approach is favoured by other post-secondary Institutes 
for matters on which negotiations are either unlikely 
or undesirable. IIs have noted that colleges have 
expressed openness to following II policies and, where 

II policies do not exist, but college policies do, that the 
partnerships have naturally defaulted to college policy. 
Therefore, a policy approach may also be desirable 
from the perspective of self-determination as well as 
predictability.

As part of this study, Creative Fire conducted a desk top 
review of existing post-secondary institute policies that 
may affect partnerships. Based on the desktop review 
and on conversations with IIs, we make the following 
recommendations for blanket policies that can be 
introduced by individual IIs.

Policy Reason Description

Intellectual Property IIs uniformly expect all partnerships 
in which knowledge, information or 
data is exchanged to be governed 
by the principle of Ownership, 
Control, Access and Possession 
(OCAP). OCAP principles 
fundamentally relate to issues of 
intellectual property, (e.g., who 
has or ought to have ownership, 
moral, reproduction, licence, and 
other rights).

OCAP is a set of principles; it 
is not a set out road map for 
intellectual property. Therefore, 
IIs can and should clearly define 
their expectations for intellectual 
property. This policy is particularly 
important for contract research, 
contracting consultants, and 
community-based research. 

Indigenous Institutes can lay out 
who owns intellectual property 
generated by institutional projects 
under different scenarios.

Indigenous Institutes can 
incorporate Indigenous values 
and realities into this policy, for 
example, by clearly articulate how 
they will treat intellectual property 
related to Indigenous knowledge.

Best Practices for colleges and 
universities is that faculty members 
own the intellectual property for 
their work and members of the 
public using research facilities 
for free grant intellectual property 
generated as a result of the use 
of the facilities to the institution. 
However, IP policies vary.

Paid Research As post-secondary institutes and 
post-secondary funders increasingly 
emphasize reconciliation as a 
priority, IIs can reasonably expect 
increased interest in partnerships 
with their staff or students or paid 
research. IIs will want to balance 
the interests of staff, students, 

Indigenous Institutes can clearly 
establish that research or activity 
outcomes will remain independent 
when paid for by a third party (i.e., 
that third parties cannot dictate 
the outcome of projects), and 
that individuals affiliated with the 
institute may accept paid research 
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Policy Reason Description

Paid Research (Continued) and institutional independence. 
Such a policy may also be useful 
to differentiate between research 
activities taken place as part of 
an institutional partnership versus 
paid individual research activities 
conducted by staff, faculty or 
students and a third party. 

offers but that doing so does not 
mean that the institute endorses 
the research or project. 

Visual Identity Almost all colleges and universities 
have clear visual identity policies to 
ensure consistency in their visual 
identity. This is an important way 
to establish control over brand 
and maintain brand identity. Such 
a policy reinforces II’s self-
determination on how and when 
they are portrayed publicly and 
helps to ensure communities can 
clearly recognize II initiatives. 

Indigenous Institutes can set 
standards for their visual identity to 
ensure that communities recognize 
activities and partnership that 
are officially endorsed. Standards 
can include visual format, logo, 
guidelines for how and when 
visual identifies are used, and 
the delegation of authorities for 
approving external visual identity 
usage (e.g., for co-branded or 
sponsored activities, or official 
affiliated events). 

Sponsorship As reconciliation continues to grow 
as a priority in Canadian society, 
new sponsorship opportunities 
may emerge for IIs. Should II 
funding access increase as a result 
of sponsorship or own source 
revenues, Indigenous communities 
may look to IIs for event or program 
sponsorship.

Setting out a policy on sponsorships 
allows IIs to articulate who they will 
accept money from and the types 
of events or projects they would 
put money to if requested and 
financially able to do so. 

Indigenous Institutes can set 
policies on the types of sponsorship 
they will both receive and grant. 
Guidelines can be set clearly 
articulating that sponsorship 
must reflect certain values (for 
example, that IIs will only sponsor 
alcohol-free events or will not 
accept sponsorship from breweries 
or distilleries).
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Policy Reason Description

Accepting Gifts & 
Philanthropic Naming

As the imperative for reconciliation 
in Canada continues to grow, so will 
opportunities to access donations, 
planned gifts, and philanthropic 
giving. Some of these donations 
may have strings attached, and 
others may carry perceived 
associations with individuals, 
companies, or non-profit institutes. 
A policy on receiving gifts can 
maintain institutional independence, 
establish transparency rules, and 
clearly articulate when and how an 
II may acknowledge a gift. 

Indigenous Institutes can set 
policies clearly maintaining 
continued independence when 
accepting gifts, and set out the 
difference between gifts and 
accepting funds in a partnership 
arrangement. The policy can also 
set parameters over when and 
how philanthropic gifts may result 
in public disclosure (e.g., a public 
thanks or acknowledgement) 
or public naming (e.g., a 
classroom name). 

Institutional Research 
Partnerships

As post-secondary institutes and 
post-secondary funders increasingly 
emphasize reconciliation as a 
priority, IIs can reasonably expect 
increased interest in institutional 
partnerships for research grants. 
IIs have expressed the importance 
of equality in partnerships, and a 
policy setting out this expectation 
can lay the groundwork for 
institutional research partnerships. 

Indigenous Institutes can set 
parameters on how they will 
evaluate, approve, review, and (if 
necessary) terminate research 
partnerships. Policies in this theme 
can incorporate other policy areas 
by reference (e.g., that all research 
partnerships will comply with 
intellectual property policies). 

Procurement & Purchasing Because IIs have clear and direct 
relationships to host/founding 
communities/nations and to 
corporate partners, IIs may have 
interests to set clear procurement 
expectations. Procurement may 
reflect institutional values to do 
business with certainty entities, like 
those that are Indigenous-owned. 

Indigenous Institutes can 
set policies that state clear 
procurement procedures, including 
methods for setting preferred 
vendors or for giving preference to 
Indigenous businesses. Policies can 
also include parameters on ethical 
purchasing to further institutional 
values (e.g., environmental values, 
labour values, etc…).
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Annex 1: Discussion Guide
The following discussion guide was distributed to all 
Indigenous Institutes prior to interviews.

Context

Indigenous Institutes want to build strong partnerships 
that further their self-determination and uphold the 
rights, interests, and priorities of Indigenous peoples. 
Doing so requires deliberate thought about how 
Indigenous values should shape both the foundations 
and the types of considerations that allow for good 
relationships to blossom. 

This paper introduces a few concepts on structuring 
partnerships, as well as key questions for Indigenous 
Institutes. It is meant for discussion purposes 
only and will be used to help shape conversations 
with Creative Fire for a final report recommending 
partnership guidelines. 

Thinking About Types of 
Partnership Considerations

Creative Fire borrowed from conflict management 
frameworks to define three integral considerations that 
successful relationships navigate.

The first set of considerations are those that are 
issues-based. These are considerations for which 
Indigenous Institutes have set interests that are 
flexible in application. They are negotiable, and 
that have outcomes that change depending on the 
relationship. An example would be decisions to co-
brand an event. Co-branding decisions will be guided 
by Indigenous Institutes’ self-determination over their 
visual identity and branding; however, the decision will 
also be guided by the nature of the partnership. Just 
because an event could be co-branded doesn’t mean 
it will be co-branded. It is negotiable, dependent on 
context, guided by principles and priorities, but not 
an automatic outcome guided by hard and fast rules. 

Issues-based considerations are navigated based 
on interests, meaning that parties generally seek to 
agree on process while respecting one another’s 
self-determination, principles and values.

The second set of considerations are those that are 
rights-based. These are non-negotiable, touching 
on core elements of Indigenous rights like control 
over knowledge, economic self-determination, cultural 
expression, and the right to benefit from the derivatives 
of Indigenous inputs. These types of considerations 
require standardized, clear, consistent, bed-rock 
approaches that clearly state expectations. If partners 
fail to uphold these expectations, these are the types 
of issues that could result in an end to the partnership 
and potential litigation or arbitration. An example of 
this would include adherence to Ownership, Control, 
Access and Possession (OCAP). Indigenous Institutes 
expect all partners to meet OCAP principles. II’s would 
likely ban further work with a researcher that generates 
data about II students and then refuses to share it, 
and then decides to sell it to third parties. Another 
example would be ethical purchasing. An II might agree 
to enter into a partnership with a clothing producer to 
manufacture sweaters with the II logo; however, they 
would likely break the contract if that producer was 
unethically exploiting Indigenous labour and Indigenous 
land abroad. 

The last set of considerations are authoritative-based, 
which is meant to say they flow from internal authorities 
like boards or presidents and apply to internal processes 
to that determine who makes decisions and how. 
Authoritative-based considerations shape governance, 
and should create an environment of fairness, 
transparency and predictability for how Institutes 
and their partners, as organizations, make decisions. 
Partners do not change one another’s governance 
models; however, it’s appropriate and desirable to learn 
one another’s decision making structures and processes 
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in order to navigate the partnership. Authoritative-based 
considerations are generally set exclusively by internal 
policy. Examples include the process through which 
a delegated II employee considers a partnership. It 
would be entirely appropriate for a potential partner 
to ask about that process and to submit information 

that helps an employee evaluate the partnership. It 
would be inappropriate, however, for a potential partner 
to lobby the IIC to pressure an Institute to skip its 
evaluation process.

Below is a brief summary chart of these three 
considerations.  

Issues-Based Partnership 
Considerations

Rights-Based Partnership 
Considerations

Authoritative-Based Partnership 
Considerations

Considerations where outcomes 
can be unique to partnerships

Require flexible approaches and 
agreed-upon processes that 
consider both parties’ priorities

Types of issues that, if a partner 
goes offsides, would require a 
discussion  

Can be dealt with through 
negotiations supported by policy 
parameters or principles

Non-negotiable considerations 
touching on Indigenous rights

Require standard, bedrock 
approaches

Types of issues that, if a partner 
goes offsides, might trigger 
litigation or arbitration, and a likely 
end to the relationship

Can be dealt with through 
values statements, policies, and 
standardized contractual language / 
partnership templates

Relates to matters fully within the 
internal purview of a partner

Governance and procedural 
considerations on how decisions 
are made by an institution

Fundamentally about fairness, 
transparency and predictability

Usually dealt with exclusively 
through internal policy that is 
publicly accessible

Inappropriate for third parties to 
question models, but appropriate to 
seek to understand how decisions 
are made to comply with process

EXAMPLES:
• Establishing administrative 

agreements to administer 
joint funding

• Co-branding research products 
or school gear

• Designating spokespersons on 
joint initiatives

• In-kind contributions

EXAMPLES:
• Following Ownership, Control, 

Access and Possession 
(OCAP) protocols

• Respecting communal 
Indigenous ownership over 
traditional knowledge

• Respecting Access and 
Benefit sharing guidelines 
for benefits derived from 
community resources

• Ethical purchasing

• Prioritizing Indigenous 
opportunities in research, 
employment and procurement

EXAMPLES:
• Designated authority to enter 

into agreements

• Designated jury panels to 
determine financial awards

• Evaluation process 
for considering 
partnership proposals
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Questions: 

1. What processes, requirements, priorities, or 
principles do you think need to be clearly set out 
at the start of a relationship?  What would help you 
communicate those?

2. What issues-based questions does your institute 
frequently navigate with current or potential 
partners? How do you navigate them?

3. What are non-negotiable partnership parameters 
for your institute?

4. How does your institute make decisions about 
partnerships?  How do you communicate how you 
make decisions?

Different Considerations 
for Different Partners

Not all partnerships look the same. What they look like 
for IIs will be shaped, in part, by who the partner is and 
what they will be working on together. 

Below is a list of the main types of partners that IIs 
are likely to work with: Indigenous communities 
and organizations that advocate on their behalf, 
non-Indigenous post-secondary institutes and 
the researchers and administrators on their staff, 
non-Indigenous Public Governments like Ontario 
and the Government of Canada, and corporations and 
businesses. We recognize that the relationship with 
Indigenous communities and with organizations that 
advocate on their behalf are different; however we have 
grouped them together because community rights 
and interests are a common denominator that will 
determine how relationships will work. 

Relationship Partner Partnership Scenarios Relationship Questions

Indigenous Communities • Helping with community 
projects/research

• Student recruitment/
retention/support

• Culture/language/heritage 
programming 

• Elder support & guidance

• Joint events

• Political advocacy

• How will IIs continue to reflect 
and support First Nations 
priorities, values, ways-of-
knowing, culture, language 
and heritage?

• How can IIs best maintain 
and enhance community 
partnerships?

• How can IIs be flexible to 
accommodate community 
priorities and grow 
new opportunities with 
communities?

Non-Indigenous Post-Secondary 
Institutes

• Research project/
research team

• Program accreditation

• Cross-listed courses/programs 

• Political advocacy

• How can IIs maintain 
independence and self-
determination while working 
with other post-secondary 
institutes in context where 
those institutes have more 
capacity and preferential 
access to funding?
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Questions:

5. What do good relationships look like with 
communities?

6. What do good relationships look like with non-
Indigenous post-secondary institutes?

7. What do good relationships look like with public 
governments?

8. What do good relationships look like with 
corporations/businesses? 

Frequent Relationship Issues

Post-secondary institutes across Canada have grappled 
with similar sets of questions about core aspects of 
relationships. How they have answered those questions 
differs and reflects their core values and beliefs. IIs 
will likely face many of these questions and, similarly, 

Relationship Partner Partnership Scenarios Relationship Questions

Non-Indigenous Post-Secondary 
Institutes (Continued)

• How can IIs protect Indigenous 
values and knowledge 
while enhancing research 
collaborations?

• How can partnerships with 
other post-secondary institutes 
further opportunities for IIs 
indigenous learners?

Non-Indigenous Public 
Governments

• Core funding

• Research/projects

• Accreditation 

• Political advocacy

• Program advocacy

• How can IIs maintain, 
build, and enhance political 
support for IIs?

• How can IIs maintain, build and 
enhance the support of the civil 
service for IIs?

• How can IIs access new 
funding envelopes without 
jumping into a restrictive 
“box” that constrains self-
determination?

Corporations / Businesses • Sponsorship

• Client/vendor services

• Charitable corporate giving 

• Political advocacy

• How can IIs maintain, build 
and enhance relationships with 
corporation and businesses to 
access preferred services or 
charitable giving, in ways that 
match First Nation values?

• How do II sponsorship, 
procurement and vendor 
choices reflect First 
Nation values?
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can shape answers to reflect their specific Indigenous 
world views. 

Creative Fire has identified four main relationship 

issues that institutes frequently grapple with in 
partnerships: ethics and values, public representations, 
benefit ownership, and procedure and relationship 
management. 

Questions:

9. What are the core values that drive relationships 
for an II?

10. What shapes how communities view IIs?

11. How should disputes with partners be resolved?

Ways to Set Expectations

In anticipation of conversations with Indigenous 
Institutes, Creative Fire conducted a scan of public 
information that colleges, universities and Indigenous 

Institutes in Ontario have published that set standards 
for partnerships. Most frequently, those standards 
are communicated through policy or principle 
statements. Below is a summary of common 
issues and themes, along with the policy approach 
that colleges and universities generally adopted to 
address those issues and themes. Notably, although 
approaches may be similar, the content of 
the approach changes to reflect the values of 
institutions. Thus, IIs may wish to set policies to 
answer similar types of questions, but the contents of 
the policies can and should reflect the values of IIs. 

Relationship Dimension

Ethics & Values Questions about ethical dimensions of relationships consider the values that drive 
relationships. This could include parameters precluding partnerships with certain 
entities, setting out standards to prevent conflicts of interest, or standards that 
reinforce institutional independence in decision making. 

Public Representations Questions about representational dimensions of relationships consider how an 
institution or its partnerships are portrayed in public. This could include how 
and when an institutional logo is applied to merchandise or at events, how sponsorship 
is indicated.

Benefit Ownership Questions about the benefits of relationships consider what type of benefits should 
accrue and to whom. This could include which parties ought to own intellectual 
property coming from research or the requirements that financial benefits are treated 
in certain ways. 

Procedure and 
Relationship 
Management

Questions about relationship management consider fairness and transparency for 
procedures that evaluate, establish, mediate and dissolve relationships. This 
could include procedures for escalating issues, policies requiring conflict management 
considerations in project parameters, and could include procedures for initiating and 
terminating partnerships.
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Questions:

12. What other key questions would your institute 
consider? How would you answer them?

Issue/Theme Approach

Is branding used in ways that are consistent with 
the values and perceived image of the institution? 

Policies on visual identity and visual indicator usage set 
discretionary authorities on authorizing logo use and 
standards for consistent usage.

Will those who put labour into projects receive 
adequate and appropriate benefit?

Policies on intellectual property to ensure a consistent 
approach to the accrual of benefits.

Is there a perception that the institution may 
lose its independence as a result of financial 
contributions?

Policies on conflicts of interest, the acceptance of gifts, 
and philanthropic naming to ensure institutional integrity 
is not compromised by accepting financial benefits.

Do the institution’s financial spending and 
procurement process result in vendor relations 
that reflect the values of the institution?

Policies on ethical sourcing and procurement processes 
ensure that it does business with vendors that have 
specific values.

Is the institution working with like-minded 
institutions?

Policies and procedures that govern how institutions 
work with other external institutions to share resources 
or pursue other matters of mutual benefit.

Do individuals within our institution have enough 
ability to make decisions?

Policies and procedures delegate authorities.

How does the institution deal with matters fairly, 
transparently, and equitably?

Policies and procedures related to ethics, ensuring 
that all parties are treated consistently, equity and 
inclusion, to ensure all parties have fair access and 
representation, and conflict management, to ensure 
clear processes for dealing with issues.
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Annex 2: Partnerships Template 
The following is a template that Indigenous Institutes can alter for their own 
purposes to help set out guidelines for positive partnerships based on the principles 
in this report. 

Purpose: The purpose of this document is to 
transparently set forth values and principles respecting 
how [NAME OF INSTITUTE] desires its partnerships to 
function with other entities. It is not a formal agreement 
but rather sets forth the values and principles that will 
guide a future agreement. 

Agreements: Our Institute strives to reach agreements 
with each of our partners that clearly set out our joint 
commitment to one another and to Indigenous learners. 
Such agreements are necessary to officially enter into a 
relationship or arrangement with one another.

About Our Institution

About Us: [INSERT INSTITUTION DESCRIPTION]

Indigenous Identity: Our Institute is founded on 
its Indigenous identity. [ABOUT AN INSTITUTE’S 
INDIGENOUS IDENETITY]

Our Ways of Knowing, Being and Doing: Indigenous 
peoples across Canada and Ontario are diverse. Our 
ways of knowing, being and doing are also diverse. 
We expect our partners to learn about what makes our 
Indigenous Identity unique. We will bring that knowledge 
into our relationship. 

Expressing Our Relationship

Indigenous Learners: Our Institute’s top priority is 
to support Indigenous learners and open opportunities 
to them after their course of study is completed. All 
aspects of our relationship or arrangement will be 
expressed in line with our commitment to our learners 
and their future success. 

Indigenous Self-Determination: Our Institute 
upholds the self-determination of Indigenous peoples 
over post-secondary education. All aspects of our 
relationship or arrangement will be expressed in line 
with our commitment to self-determination.

Equality: Our Institute believes that relationships 
flourish when partners recognize one another’s needs 
and interests as being equal in value and worth. All 
aspects of our relationship or arrangement will be 
expressed in line with our belief in equality.

Respect: Our Institute operates on a basis of respect 
for our partners, our learners, and the communities 
that have created us. All aspects of our relationship 
or arrangement will be expressed in a way that is 
consistent with the respect that our partners, our 
learners, and our communities deserve. 

Indigenous Representations: As an Indigenous 
Institute, we represent ourselves in ways that are 
consistent with our Indigenous identity. We retain 
that identity when entering into a relationship or 
arrangement with non-Indigenous institutions. Entering 
into a relationship or arrangement with our Institution 
does not constitute permission or support from or by 
our Institute for non-Indigenous institutions to represent 
themselves as Indigenous.

Representing Reconciliation: Reconciliation 
requires all parties to work together. Partnering with 
our Institution may be a step on the pathway to 
reconciliation, but our Institution does not support 
our partnership as being represented as an act of 
reconciliation unless otherwise agreed to prior to the 
representation being made. 
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Free, Prior and Informed Consent: Our Institute 
upholds the right to Free, Prior and Informed Consent 
for Indigenous peoples and the communities that 
created us. All aspects of our relationship or agreement 
will be expressed and conducted in a way that respects 
the right to Free, Prior and Informed Consent. 

Fulfilling Our Relationship

Mutual Benefit: Our Institute believes that all 
partnerships must generate benefit for each partner. 
As partners, we will agree to work towards fulfilling one 
another’s interests and one another’s mandate in ways 
defined through an agreement.

Transparency: Our Institute believes that transparency, 
openness and honesty are the foundations for trusting 
relationships. As partners, we will agree to work in 
a way that produces fair, predictable, transparent 
decisions in a timely manner.

Decision Making: Our Institute believes that clear 
lines of decision making are important. As partners, we 
will agree on how we will make joint decisions where 
appropriate, and we will be clear to one another about 
deliberations and timelines for internal decisions that 
may have implications for our relationships, respecting 
confidentiality where appropriate.  

Data and Information: Our Institute upholds the 
principles of Ownership, Control, Access and Possession 
over data and information about Indigenous peoples. We 
expect any aspect of our relationship or arrangement to 
uphold these principles as well. 

Resource Allocations: Our Institute recognizes that 
learners must be the ultimate beneficiaries of our 
resources. As partners, we will agree to respect one 
another’s resources – including financial resources and 
time – in order to maximize their use for the benefit of 
learners. 

Open Communication: Our Institute recognizes 
that open communication is a necessary foundation 
for a healthy partnership. We understand open 

communication to include: (a) identifying individuals as 
primary points of contact, (b) agreeing to a regular and 
predictable check-in schedule, and (c) being available to 
discuss issues as they arise. As partners, we will agree 
to open and maintain lines of communication in order to 
continually foster and renew our relationship. 

Conflict Management: Our Institute recognizes that 
issues may arise from time to time. As partners, we will 
agree on how we proactively address issues before they 
happen, and how we will approach issues when they 
do occur to prevent unnecessary escalation. This will 
be done through mechanisms we both agree to, which 
may include mechanisms based on Indigenous ways of 
knowing, doing or being. 

Policies: Our Institute has policies in place that set 
forth how we approach relationships. These policies 
will govern our interpretation of agreements and may 
set out certain requirements that our agreements must 
reflect. We understand our partners may also have 
policies that must be reflected as well.

Conflicting Policies: Should a situation arise where 
our policies conflict, as partners we agree to take an 
interests-based approach to resolving them in a way 
that favours the needs of learners and students. 

Financial Benefits: Our Institute believes in 
transparency and predictability with respect to benefits. 
As partners, we will agree to share and access financial 
benefits as the start of any activity where financial 
benefits may be accrued in a way that puts the interests 
of Indigenous learners first. 

Non-Financial Benefits: Our Institute believes in 
transparency and predictability with respect to benefits. 
As partners, we will agree to share and access 
non-financial benefits as the start of any activity where 
non-financial benefits may be accrued in a way that 
puts the interests of Indigenous learners first.

Access and Benefit Sharing: Any activity that 
may produce a benefit based on Indigenous ways of 
knowing, doing or being automatically requires an 
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agreement for the sharing of those benefits with the 
communities whose knowledge or resources contributed 
to the creation of the benefit. Should unintentional 
benefits accrue after the start of an activity, they will 
proactively be held in trust for communities upon their 
accruement by all parties until such an arrangement 
with communities is made. Benefits may be financial or 
non-financial. 

Growing Our Relationship

Life-Long Partners: Our Institute seeks to develop 
partners for life. Over time, we expect the principles laid 
out in this document to support our relationship as it 
grows and evolves.
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Annex 3: Infographic for IIC Use

SELF-DETERMINATION of Indigenous Peoples 
over post-secondary education

EQUALITY with our partners on needs 
and interests

MUTUAL BENEFIT for all parties

TRANSPARENCY in how we work together

CAPITAL ALLOCATIONS that respect and 
maximize the use of our resources

RESPECT for the uniqueness of Indigenous 
cultures and the needs of Indigenous learners

PROACTIVE MANAGEMENT to foster a healthy 
relationship and manage issues together
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