
Provincial research network aims to improve health outcomes with Indigenous 

peoples 

Researchers receive $3.5 million grant from Canadian Institutes of Health Research 

 

An Alberta-based research network is being built to help guide improvements to primary health care 

aimed at improving health outcomes with Indigenous peoples. 

The Provincial Research Network includes researchers from the University of Calgary’s Cumming School 

of Medicine, as well as Mount Royal University, University of Alberta and Queen’s University. In February 

2020, researchers received a Canadian Institutes of Health Research Network Environments grant for 

Indigenous Health Research (NEIHR) of $3.5 million over five years. 

The Indigenous Primary Health Care and Policy Research (IPHCPR) Network will promote primary health 

care system improvement to achieve greater Indigenous health equity. Primary health care (PHC) is rooted 

in a holistic, collaborative approach to wellness across the lifespan with individuals, families, communities, 

and society. According to the World Health Organization (2020), PHC has three key elements: integrated 

healthcare services, public policy that addresses the determinants of health, and empowerment with 

peoples as partners in care to optimize wellness.  

The Network has five main objectives to support PHC with Indigenous peoples: foster collaborative 

relationships, establish meaningful knowledge sharing, advance relevant research skills, support 

community-based research, and advocate for health system transformation.  This work promises to 

advance Indigenous peoples wellness by supporting Indigenous Knowledges to inform health services and 

public policy for accessible and quality health care. This combined effort follows the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (2015) Calls to Action. 

“The network will be a critical resource for dialogue so that collectively we can say the evidence shows 

that there are opportunities to move things forward. Let's find the best ways for us to engage with and 

implement that knowledge,’” says lead investigator, Dr. Lindsay Crowshoe, MD, associate professor at 

CSM. “Bringing a research lens to the primary health care and policy decision-making table will ensure 

research is relevant to the community’s priorities, needs and interests.” Priorities include addressing 

social issues such as poverty and racism while focusing on Indigenous peoples’ perspectives of their 

strengths and capacity for health and wellness. 

The core of the project is building relationships, which in turn will help shift health care policies, says co-

investigator Dr. Rita Henderson, PhD, assistant professor in the Department of Family Medicine and 

Indigenous Health Dialogue Co-Chair at CSM. “I think one of the biggest things that I've learned from Dr. 

Crowshoe over the years is to envision a policy not as this really rigid set of frameworks, but as 

relationships that need to be nurtured.”  

“This funding offers many opportunities to come together for a lot of different reasons: meetings, training 

and workshops,” she says. “There'll be seed funding for community groups to partner with academic 

research partners to cook up ideas and start implementing and testing them and then deciding how they 

can be improved.” 



In developing the network, lead investigators consulted system stakeholders, employing key concepts 

from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action. The lead investigators asked, “how can 

research support health services to be better equipped to address the specific social and political contexts 

driving health inequities?”. It is these vital and emerging social and political themes of Indigenous Ways 

of Knowing, that include equity, education, evaluation, and engagement and that will guide the research 

network’s operating principles.  

While addressing health inequities, the network also offers important opportunities to learn and 

understand the wisdom that has been passed down through time immemorial within the communities. 

Blackfoot Elder Leroy Little Bear highlights the importance of primary health care in connecting to 

Indigenous knowledge, noting that Indigenous peoples “have historically experienced socioeconomic 

disadvantages, social injustices, and health inequities that have greatly impacted our well-being, yet our 

communities have continued to flourish and retain our unique cultural identity in the face of these 

challenges by drawing on the intrinsic strengths and resilience embedded in cultural values and models 

by our Elders.” 

“The research network is designed in the spirit of generating and sharing innovative knowledge and 

moving that knowledge into action with community more directly”, says Dr. Crowshoe.  Crowshoe adds, 

“for example, in the current context of COVID-19, the network is positioned to support primary health 

care and community stakeholders in accessing critical knowledge for defining best approaches. Emerging 

models of distributed and virtual care have transpired out of necessity resulting from proactive policy 

shifts. Going forward, these models offer huge potential for dramatically improving primary health care 

access.” 

The research network brings together the expertise and partnerships of external researchers, universities 

and intense academic research centres who play a key role in reconciliation through education, 

mentorship, community-engaged scholarship and establishing relationships-with Indigenous in 

communities in a good way. 

The research team is led by Dr. Lindsay Crowshoe MD (University of Calgary) and includes Dr. Esther 

Tailfeathers MD (AHS Population, Public, and Indigenous Health Strategic Clinical Network), Dr. Cheryl 

Barnabe MD MSc (University of Calgary), Dr. Andrea Kennedy RN PhD (Mount Royal University), Dr. Adam 

Murry PhD (University of Calgary), Dr. Michael Green MD MPH  (Queen’s University), Dr. Rita Henderson 

PhD (University of Calgary), Dr. Stephanie Montesanti PhD (University of Alberta), Dr. Pamela Roach PhD 

(University of Calgary), and Dr. Cara Bablitz MD (University of Alberta).  

For more information, please visit the IPHCPR Network’s website: www.iphcpr.ca 

ii’ taa’poh’to’p, the University of Calgary’s Indigenous Strategy, is a commitment to deep evolutionary 

transformation by reimagining ways of knowing, doing, connecting and being. Walking parallel paths 

together, ‘in a good way,’ UCalgary will move towards genuine reconciliation and Indigenization. 
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