Process Evaluation of a Cooking Circle Program in the
Arctic: Developing the Mukluk Logic Model and
Identifying Key Enablers and Barriers for Program
Implementation

Lena Dedyukina (Yakut (Sakha))

University of Ottawa, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada

Celina Wolki (Inuvialuit)
Inuvialuit Regional Corporation, Paulatuk, Northwest Territories, Canada

Denise Wolki (Inuvialuit)
Independent Researcher, Paulatuk, Northwest Territories, Canada

Sonia D. Wesche
University of Ottawa, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada

Tiff-Annie Kenny

Faculté de médecine, Université Laval, Quebec City, Quebec, Canada

Centre de recherche du CHU de Québec-Université Laval, Quebec City, Quebec,
Canada

Institut de biologie intégrative et des systemes (IBIS), Université Laval, Quebec
City, Quebec, Canada

Kelly Skinner
University of Waterloo, Waterloo, Ontario, Canada

Abstract: This study investigates the implementation of the Nutrition North
Canada (NNC)-funded cooking circle program in the Inuvialuit (Inuit) hamlet of
Paulatuk, Northwest Territories. The objectives of this study are to co-develop a
culturally relevant logic model and to conduct a process evaluation of program
implementation to identify and assess key enablers and barriers. The co-developed
Mukluk Logic Model played an instrumental role in the conceptualization of the
process evaluation. The process evaluation results indicated that the long-standing
sustainability of the program is related to the consistency of program funding,
engaging facilitation practices, and creative utilization of the multi-purpose space
for program activities. However, significant barriers limit program sustainability.
These include funding amounts and distribution, space and equipment
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limitations, and human resources challenges. This study illustrates the utility of
qualitative process evaluation research in a Canadian Arctic community context
and generates important place-based knowledge and insights to better support
northern community-based food preparation programs.

Keywords: Arctic, community cooking programs, cooking circle, Inuvialuit,
process evaluation

Résumé : Cette étude traite de la mise en ceuvre des ateliers de cuisine financé par
Nutrition Nord Canada (NNC) dans le village Inuvialuit (Inuit) de Paulatuk, Ter-
ritoires du Nord-Ouest. Les objectifs de I'étude sont : 1) de co-concevoir un modéle
de logique culturellement pertinent; et 2) d’évaluer la mise en ceuvre du pro-
gramme (processus) en ce qui concerne les principaux éléments favorables et défa-
vorables. Le modéle de logique Mukluk, mis au point de facon collective, a joué un
réle instrumental dans la conceptualisation de 'évaluation du processus. Les résul-
tats de l'évaluation du processus indiquent que la durabilité a long terme du pro-
gramme est liée a Puniformité du financement du programme, d des pratiques
d’animation participative et a l'utilisation créative de I'espace a usages multiples
pour les activités du programme. Cependant, il y a des obstacles importants a la
durabilité du programme. Il est notamment question du montant du financement
et de sa distribution, des limites en matiére d’espace et de matériel et de défis liés
aux ressources humaines. L'étude illustre utilité de recherches d’évaluation a pro-
cessus qualitatif dans un contexte de communauté de I'Arctique canadien et gén-
ére des connaissances et des conclusions importantes qui pourraient servir a mieux
appuyer les programmes de préparation d’aliments fondés sur la communauté,
dans le Nord.

Mots clés : Arctique, programmes de cuisine communautaire, Inuvialuit, cercle
de cuisine, évaluation de processus

INTRODUCTION

Community kitchens are communal food preparation programs that are ubiqui-
tous across urban centres and communities of all sizes (Wrieden et al., 2007;
Tarasuk & Reynolds, 1999), including in the remote Canadian Arctic. While the
term can refer to different operation models, community kitchens generally aim
to improve participants’ nutritional knowledge, promote healthy eating habits
and overall well-being, and develop participant resilience to food insecurity and
social isolation (Engler-Stringer & Berenbaum, 2005; Iacovou et al., 2012; Tara-
suk & Reynolds, 1999). Some studies indicate that community kitchens not only
improve cooking skills and increase nutritional intake, leading to improved food
security (Engler-Stringer, 2006; Iacovou et al., 2012), but also provide social sup-
port through shared experiences and activities (Engler-Stringer & Berenbaum,
2007). At the same time, it is important to recognize that food security is influ-
enced by various factors, including socio-economic conditions, rather than
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solely depending on individual nutritional knowledge, healthy eating habits, and
personal choices (Pepetone et al., 2021). Nevertheless, community kitchens
reduce the need for charitable food sources and empower individuals and com-
munities by boosting cooking skills and nutritional knowledge (Engler-Stringer
& Berenbaum, 2007; Fridman & Lenters, 2013; Iacovou et al., 2012).

Existing evaluation research on community kitchens concentrates on urban
settings (Lee et al., 2010; Marquis et al., 2001; Wrieden et al., 2007), with few stu-
dies conducted among rural, remote, and Indigenous communities (Ford et al.,
2013; Lardeau et al., 2011; Spence & van Teijlingen, 2005). These studies primar-
ily employ outcome evaluations that assess the program’s impact on participants
(nutritional knowledge, cooking skills, self-reliance, confidence, community
engagement, social skills, and overall well-being) while paying little attention to
program implementation (activities, participants, methods of delivery, and
human, financial, and infrastructural resources). A recent study in the Indigen-
ous Australian community context showed that to improve the effectiveness of
health and social programs, it is essential to gain a broader understanding of a
community’s available resources and capacity (Kavanagh et al., 2022). Knowing
how successful programs operate and what can be done to better support them
is critical, considering the effort made to maintain a program’s design and pur-
pose from conception to full operation (Rossi, Lipsey, & Henry, 2019; Saunders
et al., 2005). A variety of factors can influence the implementation of a program,
including the implementer’s level of motivation and skill, access to resources,
and other enablers and barriers that may not have been anticipated. To ensure
the effectiveness of a program from its initial design to full implementation,
however, it is crucial to understand the operational aspects of successful pro-
grams and identify ways to further enhance them (Rossi, Lipsey, & Henry,
2019).

Concurrently, there is a significant gap in the literature regarding both pro-
cess evaluations of community kitchens in Indigenous contexts and the applica-
tion of culturally adapted evaluation frameworks and tools. Existing evaluation
literature points out the importance of collaboration with Indigenous commu-
nities and/or partners (Gresku, Jones, & Kurtz, 2022; Julian, 1997; Kuiper et al.,
2020; Reciprocal Consulting, n.d.; Taylor-Powell & Henert, 2008), for example,
in co-creating culturally reflective indicators (Heggie, 2018), modifying evalua-
tion tools (Sy et al., 2015), and developing culturally relevant theory-based eva-
luation frameworks (Hayward et al., 2017). An evaluation study of a chronic-
disease prevention initiative with American Indian and Alaska Native commu-
nities engaged rural and remote Indigenous communities in program evaluation
processes, co-creation of a comprehensive evaluation framework bringing
together Indigenous knowledge with Western knowledge (Lawrence & James,
2019).

However, tendencies in evaluation studies toward Western post-positivist
approaches that prioritize quantitative data (Cavino, 2013, p. 349) and value
judgments, combined with a disregard for colonial impacts such as suppression
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of Indigenous languages and cultural ways of knowing and being still exist
(Cram, Tibbetts, & LaFrance, 2018). In many Indigenous communities, evalua-
tion is seen as something done “to them” rather than “with them” or even “for
them” (Shepherd & Graham, 2020, p. 392). Moreover, it is necessary to recog-
nize the history of distorted, corrupted, and racially biased evaluation practices
(Waapalaneexkweew, 2018). Considering that evaluation practices are linked to
particular social and institutional structures and practices, understanding the
origins of the “authority structure” within which Indigenous programs are eval-
uated is critical (Waapalaneexkweew, 2018). Thus, relationship-building and
engagement with context-specific aspects of a place, including its history, mean-
ings, and the identities it holds for Indigenous peoples, are necessary for recipro-
cal, respectful, and relevant evaluation in an Indigenous context (Gillespie et al.,
2020; Nichols & LaFrance, 2006; Shepherd & Graham, 2020).

Consequently, there exist few culturally relevant program evaluation tools
such as logic models (Gresku, Jones, & Kurtz, 2022; Julian, 1997; Kuiper et al.,
2020; Taylor-Powell & Henert, 2008). A logic model is a useful diagrammatic
tool to visualize program resources, program activities, and intended program
outcomes by illustrating a chain of causal (if-then) assumptions that link compo-
nents of the model (Hulton, 2007; Julian, 1997). Logic models can facilitate the
examination of linkages between program implementation factors and outcomes
to improve the understanding of program effects (Saunders et al., 2006) and
resolve identified issues (McLaughlin & Jordan, 1999). However, in an Indigen-
ous context, commonly used logic models may be deemed culturally insensitive
or inappropriate, as they represent a “linear and Eurocentric” evaluation
approach (Taylor-Powell & Henert, 2008, p. 28). At the same time, recognizing
the flexibility and utility of the logic model as a tool, there is interest in creating
culturally sensitive models that are relevant and applicable to Indigenous con-
texts (Meyer, Louder, & Nicolas, 2022; Taylor-Powell & Henert, 2008).

Here, we address the above-mentioned program evaluation gaps via a case
study of a cooking circle (CC) program implemented locally in Paulatuk, a
remote Arctic community in the Inuvialuit Settlement Region (ISR), NWT, the
westernmost Inuit region in Canada. Paulatuk is one of five remote ISR commu-
nities where facilitators have been running a CC program (a type of community
kitchen) since 2012, supported by Nutrition North Canada (NNC) nutrition
education funding (Kenny, Wesche, et al., 2018). The CC program aims to
improve healthful food intake and increase participant knowledge about healthy
food preparation and consumption. The study objectives are to co-develop a cul-
turally relevant logic model and to conduct a process evaluation of program
implementation to identify and assess key enablers and barriers. In the small
northern community context, aspects of community food program implementa-
tion such as funding, kitchen facility infrastructure, human resources, and others
are integral for program sustainability and require close examination. To the
best of our knowledge, this is the first process evaluation study of a community
kitchen (CC) in Arctic Canada. It adds to the broader academic literature on
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food security support programs in the region (Ford et al., 2013; Ford et al., 2012;
Lardeau et al., 2011).

METHODOLOGY

Studly site

Of the five ISR communities where the NNC-funded CC program is implemen-
ted, the program in Paulatuk (or Paulatuuq: “place of coal”) has experienced
consistent success over the past seven years until the COVID-19 pandemic
forced a temporary transformation to a food hamper program.' Thus, while we
draw on interviews from other ISR communities, much of our analysis is focused
on the Paulatuk program. Paulatuk is a fly-in community of 323 people (84%
Indigenous) located on Darnley Bay on the Beaufort Sea coast (GNWT, n.d.).
Community members are highly reliant on country (wild-harvested) foods and
demonstrate a high prevalence of engagement in traditional activities such as
hunting, fishing, and trapping compared to the NWT average (Table 1)
(GNWT, n.d.). At the same time, in 2018, more than half (54.2%) of Paulatuk
residents reported being worried about having sufficient money for food, and in
2019 the community’s price index was almost double (187.4) that of the territor-
ial capital, Yellowknife (100) (GNWT, n.d.).

Paulatuk is accessible year-round by air, with regular flights connecting the
community to the town of Inuvik, NWT (Northwest Territories Tourism, 2021;
Lede et al., 2021). The community has only one Northern® grocery store, which
is centrally located in the Paulatuk Visitors Centre. Market food is delivered
year-round via air shipment and once each summer by barge (non-perishables
only) (“Paulatuk,” 2012; Kenny, Fillion, et al., 2018). Due to the nature of food
delivery, the quality, nutrient value, and variety of foods available at the store
vary throughout the year, and there is a prevalence of non-perishable, low-nutri-
ent, and energy-dense foods (Kenny et al., 2020).

Table 1. Rates of harvesting activity, consumption of country foods, and
concerns about economic access to food in Paulatuk and the Northwest Terri-
tories in 2018-2019

% Residents

% Households worried about
% Residents % Residents consumed having enough
hunted and trapped country foods money for food
fished (2019) (2019) (2019) (2018)
Paulatuk 70.7 6.5 79.2 54.2
Northwest 54 3 47 225 23.1
Territories

Source: GNWT, n.d.
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Research Approach

The NNC-funded CC evaluation project is part of a larger, long-standing
research program on food security with ISR communities that aims to address
community priorities related to strengthening the local food system, building
community capacities, and promoting community action and self-determination.
To our knowledge, the CC program was not previously evaluated. We used a qua-
litative Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) approach informed by
an Indigenous research paradigm (Peltier, 2018) and the National Inuit Strategy
on Research (ITK, 2018). Our research approach fostered an active and equitable
research collaboration with Paulatuk community research partners. We built on
assets and resources within the community and promoted intellectual integrity
and unbiased knowledge application by accepting different forms of knowledge
as equal and abiding by principles of reciprocity, respect, and relational account-
ability (Holkup et al., 2004; Koster et al., 2012; Kral & Allen, 2015; Ochocka &
Janzen, 2014; Taylor & Ochocka, 2017). Integration of CBPR included engage-
ment with community members before the development of the evaluation project
to determine community priorities and establish project parameters, including
regular communication with local collaborators, research process transparency,
iterative reflection on evaluation approaches and methods, and knowledge shar-
ing—all through regular (weekly) conversations with research partners at differ-
ent scales (e.g., community research leads, community governance leaders,
regional government representatives) (Kenny et al., 2021; LaFrance, Nichols, &
Kirkhart, 2012; Maar et al., 2017).

Due to COVID-19 pandemic regulations that limited initial in-person pre-
sence in Paulatuk, the lead author initially engaged in one-on-one informal vir-
tual relationship-building conversations with two Inuvialuit research partners to
establish trust and transparency. The lead author is an Indigenous woman
belonging to the Yakut (Sakha) nation from the northeast part of Russia. While
she is neither Inuvialuit nor from Paulatuk, she was able to approach this study
and work with the community using the principles of an Indigenous research
paradigm. This project received the support of local community organizations,
ethical approval from the University of Ottawa (file number S-11-20-6256), and
a Scientific Research License (No. 16969) from the Aurora Research Institute
(Inuvik, Northwest Territories).

Data Collection Methods

Three methods were used in this study: logic model co-design (n = 5); document
analysis of NNC annual reports (2012-2021) and NNC funding proposals (2020,
2021); and semi-structured interviews with the regional program manager (n =
1), Paulatuk CC participants (n = 13), and regional CC facilitators (n = 3). While
our case study focused on program implementation in Paulatuk, information
from program facilitators in other ISR communities and the regional program
manager helped us better understand the regional context. In this study, the gen-
eration of the culturally relevant Mukluk Logic Model (MLM) occurred
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iteratively with the process evaluation. In this sense, the logic model co-design
method both informed and was informed by process evaluation data analysis
and results.

Logic model co-design

In the fall of 2021, we developed an initial logic model in collaboration with the
lead community researcher. However, during initial data collection and analysis,
and through further conversations with the community researchers, it became
apparent that the “boxes and arrows” model design did not fully capture the
implementation of the CC in the Inuvialuit context. To develop a culturally rele-
vant evaluation tool, we co-designed a Paulatuk-specific logic model informed
by Inuvialuit knowledge. Two community researchers, one Elder and two tradi-
tional seamstresses participated in an introductory 50-minute logic model mini-
workshop, model brainstorming, mukluk pattern inquiry, model drafting, and
model finalization. The mini-workshop was co-developed with the community
researchers virtually between December 2021 and February 2022, and imple-
mented in person in May 2022. Phases 2-5 involved an iterative series of colla-
borative sessions between May 2022 to March 2023.

Document analysis

We analyzed NNC annual reports from 2012-2021 (n = 9) and NNC NWT Pro-
moting Healthy Eating in Nutrition North Communities funding proposals
from 2020-2023 (n = 2) to understand the CC history, activities, and context
and inform the program evaluation (Bowen, 2009; Prior, 2008). This analysis
clarified the program objectives, operating period, activity frequency, and parti-
cipant trends for all five ISR communities (Aklavik, Paulatuk, Sachs Harbor,
Tuktoyaktuk, and Ulukhaktok).

Semi-structured interviews

The lead author and community researchers worked collaboratively to develop
interview guides for Paulatuk CC participants, the CC facilitators, and the regio-
nal program manager. We then worked collaboratively to recruit Paulatuk CC
interview participants using nonprobability purposive sampling, based on regu-
lar participation in the CC program between 2017 and 2020. We sent email invi-
tations to the CC facilitators from all five ISR communities and the regional
program manager; three CC facilitators from Paulatuk, Ulukhaktok, and Tuk-
toyaktuk, and the regional manager agreed to participate. Interviews were con-
ducted virtually and in person between November 2021 and September 2022.

Data Analysis

Qualitative data from the documents and interviews were transcribed, collabora-
tively reviewed, coded, and analyzed following six phases of reflexive thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Campbell et al., 2021) and Saldana’s (2021) first-
and second-cycle coding methods. The data sources were analyzed focusing on
funding, space and equipment, and human resources as major factors that affect
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program implementation. These factors were collaboratively determined
through the MLM co-design. Additionally, an abductive heuristic approach
(Thompson, 2022) was used to incorporate a serendipitous analysis of the CC
program outside of the reflexive thematic analysis and program implementation
factors (Earl Rinehart, 2021). This occurred informally as a process of “wander-
ing and wondering” during other than research activities such as watching a
movie, reading, walking, or participating in community events (Earl Rinehart,
2021).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this section, we present and discuss the results of the NNC-funded CC pro-
cess evaluation, which included the co-design of a culturally relevant logic
model and an evaluation of program implementation in terms of funding, space
and equipment, and human resources.

Mukluk Logic Model

Working collaboratively with five community members, we co-designed a cultu-
rally relevant logic model which we named the Mukluk Logic Model (MLM)
(Figure 1). While the process of MLM development was methodological in nat-
ure, the model itself holds significant meaning. Mukluks are traditional Inuit
footwear made from seal or reindeer skin; they are usually about knee high, soft,
warm, and comfortable (“How to,” 2020). Just as crafting mukluks requires time,
skill, and hard work, the success and sustainability of the CC program also rely
on the dedicated efforts of facilitators, volunteers, regional and local stakeholders
and rightsholders, and the entire community. The Inuvialuit approach to CC
program facilitation is similar to the meticulous craftsmanship of mukluks,
demonstrating skillfulness and unique touch. Each pattern piece of the mukluk
and the local, place-based abilities of the seamstresses who properly sew them
together are critical to creating sturdy and long-lasting boots; similarly, both the
physical components and skill of the facilitator are requisite to developing an
effective and sustainable CC program that responds to locally identified needs in
a culturally appropriate way. By using the MLM, we aimed to create an evalua-
tion tool that resonates with the community and reflects their cultural values.
Our study shows that, despite similar inputs and activities, each commu-
nity’s approach to the facilitation of their CC program is influenced by local tra-
ditional practices, community dynamics, personal facilitator characteristics, and
many other factors that are often missing in prevalent logic models. Considering
the relational approach to program implementation, where cultural, personal,
and community-specific aspects make one CC program slightly different from
another, “if-then” logical causal connections in our original model had to be
modified. Instead, the arrows in the MLM leading from one pattern piece to
another represent not only “if-then” causation but entail deeper traditional
meaning embedded in the process of sewing together the pattern pieces. These
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arrows-threads connect the mukluk pieces, implying the specificity of location,
program facilitation, and culture. Instead of a flow chart, the MLM presents a
mukluk pattern, where each diagram box of the logic model is replaced by a
mukluk pattern piece, evolving from the sole to the ready-to-wear boot. In this
sense, the “sewing” together of the CC program acts as an embodied Inuit prac-
tice and a “lived-in” experience (Brubacher et al., 2021; Simpson, 2014) that pro-
duces and sustains local knowledge.

Our culturally relevant MLM addresses the need identified by Maddox
etal’s (2021) systematic review of health service program evaluation in the Indi-
genous context to integrate local Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Being in eva-
luation logic models, frameworks, and designs. Additionally, responding to the
literature gap on Indigenous evaluation approaches (Gresku et al.,, 2022), our
MLM provides both a methodological example of collaborative logic model co-
design and the model output itself as a program evaluation tool that incorporates
Inuvialuit Knowledge and values. While the MLM seeks to act as both an applic-
able model and a symbolic reference to the people and culture of Paulatuk, it
also enables generalizability through the flexibility of the arrows-threads inter-
pretation, making it applicable to CC programs in other communities. The
MLM provides a lens through which the CC process evaluation could be under-
stood through Inuvialuit knowledge and tradition. In this sense, the analysis of
connections between factors related to program implementation and outcomes
was enriched by our recognition of traditional sewing as a powerful and creative
process, where each factor (pattern pieces, threads, seamstress’ skillfulness) plays
a significant role (Brubacher et al., 2021).

Funding

CCs in the ISR are financed by funding from Indigenous Services Canada and
the Public Health Agency of Canada to support nutrition education activities as
part of the Government of Canada’s NNC program, which together with the
NNC retail subsidy and other initiatives aims to strengthen food security and
food sovereignty in eligible northern communities in Canada (Government of
Canada, 2020; Government of Canada, 2022). While a comprehensive examina-
tion of nutrition education funding is beyond the scope of this study, informa-
tion provided by the regional program manager illuminates how funding
distribution and allocation influence program implementation. In this case,
funds flow from the federal government to the territorial government (GNWT),
which then redistributes them to the IRC. An IRC manager coordinates hiring,
training, and funding allocation in all five communities. The funding is renew-
able annually but requires the submission of a report and a new funding propo-
sal. Our results show that the regional distribution model has generally been
efficient and enabled sustained programming over time. The funding is used for
CC facilitator contracts, CC activities (food), food demonstrations, space rental,
cooking equipment, and periodic facilitator training. Consistent program fund-
ing is a key enabler of program sustainability.

©2023 CJPE 38.2,219-242 doi:10.3138/cjpe-2023-0031


https://www.utpjournals.press/loi/cjpe
https://doi.org/10.3138/cjpe-2023-0031

Process Evaluation of a Cooking Circle Program in the Arctic 229

There were also several funding barriers identified. First, there is a loss of
potential purchasing power due to the 10% administrative fee charged by the
GNWT. Second, the funding amount has not been indexed for the past decade.
Limited funding combined with space limitations (see Space and equipment) led
to the introduction of a cap of 25 CC participants per session in Paulatuk, which
negatively impacted participation:

We had to put this limit of 25 people. And . . ..two weeks after . . .-a lot of people quit
coming. ...-They’re really shy people ...-that don’t like to be rejected or embar-
rassed. So, when I asked them, “How come you didn’t come this week? We missed
you.” [they would reply] “I didn’t want to go because I thought there would be too
many people and I didn’t want to get turned away.”

(Celina Wolki)

Third, the funding distribution structure adds an administrative burden for IRC
as annual reports and funding proposals are required, and delays in funding
transfers interrupt CC activities.

Multi-year funding is imperative to improve NNC education initiatives in the ISR.
Each community’s NNC programs regress because there is a temporary halt of fund-
ing in the spring and summer. Multi-year funding would also resolve the disruption
caused by late funding receipt.

(IRC, 2018)

Space and equipment

In Paulatuk, the CC is organized in the community boardroom (37 x 19 feet),
which is centrally located in the same building as local organization offices and
the Northern, the only grocery store in town. This public space is used for a vari-
ety of community activities including board meetings of local organizations,
community gatherings, research presentations, court sessions, and others. It has
an adjoining kitchen (16 x 13 feet) with one fridge, two stoves, a double sink,
and a cupboard. The majority of CC participants stated that this space is conve-
nient due to its central location and proximity to the local grocery store
(enabler).

However, several barriers were identified in terms of space and equipment.
First, keeping the boardroom kitchen clean and organized was identified as a
challenge, considering the variety of activities it supports. Second, the space is
insufficient to accommodate all interested CC participants.

[The] kitchens are very small and halls very small and we have more people who
want to participate than we can actually manage. Like at one point we actually had to
have cut-offs like 25 is max, which wasn’t popular, but we didn’t really have a choice.

(Regional program manager)
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Third, there is a lack of adequate storage space for CC equipment, requiring the
use of multiple, improvised storage locations, which adds logistical pressures.
Fourth, the lack of a dishwasher complicates program operations. While partici-
pants are encouraged to provide personal containers and cutlery to bring food
home at the end of the session, styrofoam plates/bowls and plastic cutlery (the
only option available at the local store) are used as needed; this creates an envir-
onmental concern, particularly due to the limited waste management infrastruc-
ture common in northern fly-in communities (Keske et al., 2018). Fifth, the
boardroom kitchen equipment is old, and the space requires a major renovation,
including counter space renewal and expansion, and stove and fridge replace-
ment, among other aspects. Such expenses would not be covered by NNC nutri-
tion education funding.

Human resources

Our results show that the consistency of the CC facilitator is a key factor in Pau-
latuk’s program success and sustainability (enabler). The Paulatuk CC facilitator
brings extensive local knowledge, and an outgoing and hard-working personal-
ity, in addition to several years of experience working to support a variety of
local food-related programs. As the regional program manager and all CC parti-
cipants pointed out, there were no complaints related to program facilitation,
rather, only positive feedback and encouragement for her to continue.

She [Celina Wolki] has a beautiful attitude, never excludes anyone, smiles, offers
everything, and also helps the Elders to balance their meals.

(Anne Thrasher)

The CC facilitator is a part-time contract position that offers a $200 lump
sum payment per CC session, which covers shopping, food preparation, pro-
gram facilitation, and cleaning. This work requires dedication and passion from
the facilitator.

I don’t think people really understand the amount of work that goes in there [CC
facilitation]. .. .-it sounds simple like you’re just shopping and then sorting it out,
but it’s a lot of work.

(Celina Wolki)

Some ISR communities have two CC co-facilitators due to high program atten-
dance, but this depends on funding availability.

In some communities, we have hired two workers which has been highly successful.
Some communities have very high attendance (30+ participants). Having two work-
ers makes high attendance more manageable. Moreover, having two workers makes
it easier to retain capacity when there is worker turnover.

(IRC, 2020)
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However, the co-facilitation is not consistent. While several facilitators in other
ISR communities have left the position to continue their education or work full-
time, others maintain both a full-time job and a part-time CC facilitator posi-
tion, and their capacities are stretched. Inconsistency of co-facilitation combined
with high rates of participant attendance leads to an overload of tasks and
responsibilities for one facilitator, who is working with a fixed budget.

At the regional level, consistent managerial support is critical. Partway
through this study, the regional program manager left the position, and while
this staff change was not considered in our evaluation plan, it became evident
that the transition was complicated and created additional limitations to pro-
gram implementation. The manager had held this position for several years and
had established stable working relationships and trust, which facilitated effective
communication and improved overall program management. More specifically,
expertise was lost during this transition, which impacted many aspects of the
program. This led to challenges regarding financial matters related to program
facilitation and facilitator contracts, support for facilitators around logistical and
nutritional aspects of the program, availability of training for facilitators, and
occurrence of regular community visits by the manager, among others.

Key program enablers and barriers

Our findings highlight several enablers of CC program sustainability. Consistent
funding over the years, coupled with the regional distribution model where the
IRC manages the program for all five eligible ISR communities, plays a pivotal
role. Nevertheless, several barriers pose threats to the program’s sustainability.
These include the hierarchical NNC funding allocation through GNWT, which
incurs administrative fees, a lack of indexation for the past decade, and an
annual funding renewal model that increases the IRC’s administrative burden
and disrupts CC program activities. These findings align with those of Kavanagh
et al. (2022), who explored how funding for community programs in Australia
intersects with and activates local community capacities. Our research indicates
that program participants and facilitators express concerns about funding
amounts and instability, which undermine their capacity. For instance, time-
limited funding is an ongoing concern, akin to the threat of funding removal,
which erodes trust and hampers efforts to improve health and well-being (Kava-
nagh et al., 2022). Similarly, our results reveal that the annual funding renewal
model undermines the foundation of community-based nutrition education
activities. These activities aim to enhance knowledge of healthy eating and
develop healthy eating and cooking skills within the complex Inuit food systems
context (Government of Canada, 2020; Kenny, Wesche, et al., 2018). Further-
more, hierarchical funding distribution and insufficient funding erode program
sustainability and trust between organizations at federal, territorial, regional,
and local levels and those individuals who are essential for program delivery.

In terms of space and equipment, our findings show that even though the
current utilization of the Paulatuk boardroom and kitchen is considered an
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enabler of the CC program due to its central location and proximity to the gro-
cery store, there are barriers related to limited space and storage facilities. These
barriers create additional logistical and operational challenges. These findings
align with the Family Service Association of Toronto (2005) report, which states
that well-designed facilities promote social relations, community cohesion, and
civic engagement in communities. These aspects are part of social infrastructure,
which includes “physical spaces, services, or programs, and the networks across
and within physical and social spaces where people come together” (City of Van-
couver, 2023). The social infrastructure challenges identified in our study create
barriers to achieving not only program sustainability and effectiveness but also
community well-being (Sharp et al., 2002; Rothman, 2005). In the unique con-
text of a small, remote northern community, it’s imperative to focus on addres-
sing system-level factors like social infrastructure limitations.

In terms of human resources, our findings indicated that a consistent Paula-
tuk program facilitator (since 2014) acts as an important enabler. However, the
inconsistency of co-facilitators results in an overload of responsibilities for one
facilitator, who contributes unpaid labor for extra grocery shopping, prepara-
tion, and management. Additionally, the departure of the regional manager
impacted communication between the Paulatuk CC facilitator and the IRC.
Moreover, our results show that there are challenges related to staff recruitment
and retention due to the limited pool of qualified individuals in small Arctic
communities who are not already employed. Kavanagh et al. (2022) found simi-
lar trends in their Australian study, pointing out the importance of soft infra-
structure that includes non-physical elements that facilitate economic and social
activities including human capital in terms of relationships, trust, and the “right
people” as “cognitive, emotional, social, and relational resources” (p. 7) that
enable program success. Soft infrastructure is also linked to funding as adequate
monetary compensation and additional benefits are critical for employee satis-
faction and contribute to better employee retention (Urbancova & Linhartova,
2011; McConnell, 2011).

RECOMMENDATIONS

Considering our findings, we recommend the implementation of culturally rele-
vant process evaluations of NNC and other food-related initiatives in the North,
based on a modified MLM approach. Given that the CC program has not been
evaluated before, this approach not only addresses potential gaps in program
evaluation but also highlights how CC programs can be better tailored to the
unique needs of Arctic communities. In the broader Indigenous evaluation
methodology context, by employing culturally relevant process evaluation
approaches and evaluation tools, stakeholders and rightsholders can gain a com-
prehensive understanding of how community programs operate and what can
be done to better support them. The MLM offers a holistic approach that
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considers place-specific Indigenous knowledge, values, and practices, making it
a culturally sensitive tool for program evaluation.

Additionally, significant attention by the federal and territorial governments
should be paid to nutrition education funding amounts, allocation, and distribu-
tion, including indexing funds in line with inflation and implementing multi-
year funding. Additional funding is necessary to support successful community
programs such as CCs, and to improve relationships and trust between federal,
territorial, regional, and local organizations as a foundation for strengthening
community food systems and well-being. Additional funding can also be used to
improve community social infrastructure and concurrently positively impact
soft infrastructure, including the people who make program success possible.
The personal characteristics, social skills, and ongoing commitment of specific
individuals to program delivery are aspects that cannot be measured or docu-
mented; however, they play a significant role in program success.

Furthermore, we recommend succession planning at both regional and
local scales to both achieve operational efficiency (Ban, Drahnak-Faller &
Towers, 2003) and maintain program sustainability over time. Fostering and
promoting the continuous development of employees—including alternates—in
case of staffing changes, shortages, or other circumstances can ensure appropri-
ate and efficient modification and adaptation of program management and facil-
itation as needed (Lee, 2017; Mann, 2014; Public Service Secretariat, 2008).
Considering the logistical challenges we identified, ensuring local co-facilitation
of the CC program would not only reduce the workload and responsibility for
the CC facilitator but also act as a training and backup opportunity in case of
facilitator absence or departure. In this sense, co-facilitation is crucial for knowl-
edge retention and program sustainability (Urbancova & Linhartovd, 2011). In
terms of managerial turnover, the transparency of all aspects related to the
NNC-funded CC program organization, management, communication, and
facilitator engagement and training is essential.

STUDY LIMITATIONS

It is important to note that COVID-19 travel restrictions significantly impacted
the application of a CBPR approach in this study. Recognizing the importance
of face-to-face interaction and community engagement in the implementation
of CBPR, we had to adjust the mechanisms used to collaborate with community
partners and participants. The need to balance both community interests related
to the research itself and the risk of COVID-19 transmission via in-person
engagement created additional layers (Salma & Giri, 2021). Although the use of
virtual tools such as online videoconferencing helped generate trust among part-
ners and transparency in the research process, virtual collaboration was not
always efficient due to the unstable Internet connectivity in northern commu-
nities. Additionally, this study would have benefitted from incorporating obser-
vation as a data collection method throughout. Despite COVID-19 constraints,
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however, we invested more time and effort to support the capacities of commu-
nity researchers, who undertook some of the data collection activities. Addition-
ally, the lead author did engage in in-person field research activities later in the
project and shared project results with the community, thus strengthening rela-
tionships that were initially built virtually. The previously established research
partnerships were important enablers in this context, allowing for effective pro-
ject initiation and virtual relationship-building.

CONCLUSION

To address the first study objective, we collaboratively generated a culturally
relevant Mukluk Logic Model (MLM) using an iterative co-design method. As a
program evaluation tool in the Indigenous context, the MLM integrates local
Inuvialuit ways of knowing and being and addresses the call for culturally rele-
vant evaluation approaches. Concurrently, the MLM played an instrumental
role in the conceptualization of the process evaluation through the interpreta-
tion of arrows-threads connecting the mukluk pieces. In this sense, our approach
to the CC evaluation was informed by the specificity of location, program facili-
tation, and culture through a relational approach to program implementation,
where cultural, personal, and community-specific aspects make one CC program
slightly different from another.

Concerning the second objective, the results showed that despite the relative
stability of program funding, several barriers were identified, such as the annual
renewal process at the regional level, which undermines efforts to strengthen
community food security and well-being; hierarchical funding distribution; and
insufficient funding that undermines program success and trust across scales
and impacts community social and soft infrastructure. Regarding space and
equipment, even though the current use of the boardroom and kitchen was iden-
tified as an enabler of the Paulatuk CC program, limitations in space and storage
facilities pose a barrier to program sustainability. As elements of social infra-
structure, these barriers create additional logistical and operational challenges to
program implementation. In terms of human resources, our findings identified
that local-scale co-facilitation of the program is necessary for knowledge reten-
tion and program sustainability. Training of additional support personnel, as
well as transparency of all aspects related to NNC-funded CC program organiza-
tion, management, and communication, is required. In small northern commu-
nity contexts, social and soft infrastructure challenges are significant factors that
influence the chain of CC implementation; thus, they require significant atten-
tion and support from federal, territorial, regional, and local governments.

This study has demonstrated the importance of qualitative process evalua-
tion, which considers stakeholder and rightsholder perspectives and priorities as
essential to insightful analysis. These perspectives are necessary for aligning local
food-related programs with regional, territorial, and federal priorities, policies,
and resources for better program support and continued success. Despite
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COVID-19 restrictions, this study successfully implemented an adapted CBPR
approach, which included collaboration throughout the research process, rela-
tionship and capacity building, and co-learning in alignment with both the
National Inuit Strategy on Research and Inuvialuit ways of knowing and being.
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NOTES

1 The food hamper program in Paulatuk was implemented in September 2020 in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions requiring physical distancing.
Instead of the cooking circle activities, the cooking circle facilitator packed food boxes
for 10 families weekly based on a chosen recipe and food availability at the store. The
families were chosen rotationally based on the list of CC participants. Instead of cook-
ing and eating together in one place, recipients prepared their meals at home using
hamper box contents.

2 Northern is the original core store banner of The North West Company. There are
now 122 food and general merchandise Northern stores serving remote communities
in northern Canada (“Northern,” 2022).
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