
The measurement of knowledge, learning and change is underpinned, 
whether implicitly or explicitly, by a set of values and principles that drive 
decisions on what gets measured, how it is measured, and how data is gathered,
interpreted, and communicated (Rowe et al., 2018). In Indigenous contexts, the starting
point for conducting evaluation and impact measurement involves the establishment of
culturally grounded guiding values and principles in partnership with community (LaFrance
& Nichols, 2009; Evans et al., 2014; Chandna et al., 2019; Lavallée, 2009; National
Collaborating Centre for Aboriginal Health, 2013; Raven Indigenous Capital Partners, 2020).
These values and principles serve as the basis for the evaluation or measurement
methodology. 

This early focus on community engagement and relationship-building persists as
an essential methodological theme throughout the evaluation or measurement
process (Raven Indigenous Capital Partners, 2020; LaFrance & Nichols, 2009; Rowe et al.,
2018; Chandna et al., 2019; Riddell et al., 2017). 

While the extent of engagement will inevitably vary from place to place, it should be
negotiated in community along with any partner Indigenous organizations (Riddell et al.,
2017). Overall, there is a resounding call to move towards greater community control and
involvement, such that everyone who engages in the process of evaluation and
measurement is a creator and co-creator of the knowledge produced (LaFrance & Nichols,
2009; Chandna et al., 2019; Rowe et al., 2018; Lavallée, 2009; National Collaborating Centre
for Aboriginal Health, 2013). As LaFrance and Nichols argue, a good evaluation or
measurement practice must “sort through complexities of expectations imposed by
funders, as well as those emanating from a self-determining community” (2010, p. 19).

What the literature tells
us about decolonizing
impact measurement

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS



Ongoing reflection through ceremony: As highlighted above, learning in Indigenous
contexts tends to take place through a continuous process of guided self-reflection
(Rowe et al., 2018). Here, one considers who they are, where they are at, and where
they want to be (Rowe et al., 2018). This is a purposeful reflection on self, self in family,
and self in community that extends to the practice of research, evaluation and impact
measurement (Rowe et al., 2018). Indigenous ceremony plays an important role at
different points in the process (Rowe et al., 2018; LaFrance & Nichols, 2009; Indigenous
Innovation Initiative, 2021a).

Responsive and relevant measures of success: This reflective practice does not
employ an external set of indicators on where one “should” be (Rowe et al., 2018;
LaFrance & Nichols, 2009). Rather, Indigenous communities are empowered to define
success and “tell the story” on their own terms, with metrics developed alongside
and/or in partnership with funders (LaFrance & Nichols, 2009; Indigenous Innovation
Initiative, 2021b; Rowe et al., 2018; Gibb et al., 2019; Raven Indigenous Capital Partners,
2020). Measures of success are likely to be rooted in a holistic view of attending to
mind, body, spirit, and heart (Rowe et al., 2018).

Cultural understanding, humility and safety: It is crucial for non-Indigenous
researchers and evaluators to understand the ongoing history of colonization and to
acknowledge the harm that has been done to Indigenous communities by researchers
and evaluators, both intentionally and unintentionally (Riddell et al., 2017). This effort
includes learning about and respecting Indigenous sovereignty, cultural norms,
community protocols and authority structures, as well as engaging in related training
opportunities (Riddell et al. 2017; Bowman & Dodge-Francis, 2018; National
Collaborating Centre for Aboriginal Health, 2013; Gibb et al., 2019; Nickels & Knotsch,
2011; Raven Indigenous Capital Partners, 2020). 

As we delve further into the literature on research, evaluation, and measurement in
Indigenous contexts, we find a broadening array of values and principles that continue to
frame a self-determined, culturally based approach to knowledge production. Core
additional themes include:

Anishinaabe scholar Kathy Absolon notes that an integral part of carrying out research
in Indigenous contexts involves the self-location of the investigators within the
relationship: “Location does matter. People want to know who you are, what you are
doing and why” (Absolon, 2011, p. 73; see also: Riddell et al., 2017). Self-location also
identifies the power differentials inherent in this work and “prompts awareness of the
extractive tendencies of research” (Kovach, 2009, p. 112; see also: Riddell et al., 2017;
Chandna et al., 2019). 



Foundational to the entire process is taking time to develop trusting relationships with
Indigenous communities, including Elders and Knowledge Keepers (Riddell et al., 2017;
Rowe et al., 2018; Lavallée, 2009; Raven Indigenous Capital Partners, 2020; Gibb et al.,
2019; Evans et al., 2014; Drawson et al., 2017; Chandna et al., 2019). This effort involves
collaborating with communities throughout the research or measurement process and
maintaining commitments beyond the life of the initiative (Lavallée, 2009). The
community must be involved in the interpretation of findings, with space created for
multiple perspectives to co-exist (Gibb et al., 2019; Indigenous Innovation Initiative,
2021a; National Collaborating Centre for Aboriginal Health, 2013). Where fundamental
differences of interpretation arise, Knowledge Keepers should be empowered in
resolving them (Indigenous Innovation Initiative, 2021a).

Here, the role of the evaluator is to act as a coach or facilitator among various
stakeholders and to assist them in making the journey towards knowledge creation
(LaFrance & Nichols, 2009). Ultimately, evaluators are accountable to the community
along with other core stakeholders, such as funders and partners (Riddell et al., 2017;
Indigenous Innovation Initiative, 2021a; Rowe et al., 2018; LaFrance & Nichols, 2009).

In summary, methodologies that are rooted in the above themes seek to revitalize
Indigenous ways of knowing and being by focusing on Indigenous world views and
community stimulated priorities, and by enabling Indigenous peoples to reclaim the
research and evaluation environment (National Collaborating Centre for Aboriginal Health,
2013; Chouinard & Cousins, 2007; Smith, 1999; Indigenous Innovation Initiative, 2021a;
LaFrance & Nichols, 2009).

Capacity building: Researchers and evaluators are encouraged to seek out and
leverage opportunities to build community capacity by including individuals in as many
aspects of the research or measurement process as possible, in ways that are
meaningful to the community (LaFrance & Nichols, 2009; Riddell et al., 2017; Gibb et al.,
2019; Rowe et al., 2018). Researchers and evaluators are also called on to consider
how to equip communities to better advocate and influence for self-determination
(Gibb et al., 2019). 
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