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Abstract

The Nunavik labour market is largely structured around transient workers from southern 
Quebec, a dynamic resulting from the legacy of colonialism in the Canadian Arctic. Despite 
the challenges this presence poses for the organization of the labour market and the 
relationships between Inuit and Qallunaat (non-Inuit), an understanding of these work 
experiences remains limited. This report presents the results of a master’s research project 
aimed at gaining a better understanding of the experience of Qallunaat employed in care 
sectors (education, health and social services) in Nunavik.

The results are based on interviews with 21 former Qallunaat workers and reveal that 
their experiences are characterized by: 1) a temporary opportunity, both personally and 
professionally, 2) gaps between initial aspirations and the realities encountered, 3) a tension 
between challenges and benefi ts, 4) colonial dynamics that place them in a position of 
authority over Inuit, and 5) a feeling of being essential to the Nunavik labour market. The 
report concludes with 14 recommendations to address the issues raised by these fi ndings.

This project offers new insights into the temporary roles of Qallunaat workers and their 
relationships with Inuit in Nunavik’s care institutions, emphasizing how colonial dynamics 
benefi t Qallunaat workers while excluding Inuit from employment opportunities in their own 
homeland. The report outlines potential actions to enhance the revitalization of relationships 
between Inuit and Qallunaat in care institutions.
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The experience of transient Qallunaat workers in 
education, health and social services in Nunavik
The Nunavik labour market is characterized by a signifi cant presence of Qallunaat workers, 
understood as non-Inuit workers from southern Quebec, Canada. Despite the challenges 
associated with their often temporary roles, there is limited understanding of their work 
experiences and impacts. This report presents the results of a research project aimed at 
gaining a better understanding of the experiences of Qallunaat workers in the care sectors 
(education, health and social services) in Nunavik.

Nunavik’s labour market: What is the profile of the area’s workers?

Nunavik, one of four Inuit territories in Canada, lies north of the 55th parallel in Quebec. 
Although Inuit represent nearly 90 percent of Nunavik’s population, they hold only about 
50 percent of the regular full-time jobs of the region, primarily in low-skilled or unskilled 
positions. In other words, most full-time, skilled and well-paid jobs, particularly in education, 
health and social services, are held by Qallunaat. The proportion of Qallunaat workers has 
also increased since the early 2000s due to the rise in jobs requiring a post- secondary 
degree or a certifi cate of competency 
(KRG, 2011; Duhaime et al., 2021; Lévesque 
& Duhaime, 2021).

However, the presence of Qallunaat 
workers in Nunavik remains complex 
to measure due to several challenges: 
the high mobility of these workers, the 
relocation of many jobs to remote work 
in the South with only occasional visits to 
the North, and the lack of systematic and 
coordinated data collection by Nunavik 
institutions. As a result, this proportion is 
often underestimated.

Figure 1. Nunavik map

Source: Nunavik Regional Board of Health and Social Services, 2024
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Source: Nunavik Regional Board of Health and Social Services, 2024

Qallunaat workers in 
Nunavik: What are the 

issues?

Although difficult to quantify, the presence 
of Qallunaat workers is highly visible to the 
Nunavimmiut, who interact with this largely 
temporary population on a daily basis. This 
situation poses multiple challenges for both 
the organization of the labour market and 
intercultural relationships between Inuit and 
Qallunaat.

Nunavik regional organizations attribute this to 
numerous issues, such as high staff turnover 
rates, under-representation of Inuit in various 
jobs, culturally and linguistically inadequate 
services, and manifestations of discrimination 
and racism against Inuit (KI, 2016; NRBHSS, 2021).
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The renewal of 
colonial relations:  An 
institutional issue in 

Nunavik?
Colonialism is a structure of domination 
based on the dispossession and 
erasure of Indigenous peoples and 
their territories (Wolfe, 1999). It is 
not limited to specific events like 
residential schools, deportations to 
the High Arctic, the so-called Sixties 
Scoop and Millennium Scoop, or the 
killing of sled dogs. As a system of 
power, colonialism is perpetuated 
by mechanisms that maintain and 
renew the structure producing these 
events, while preserving the unequal 
relationship between the state and 
Indigenous peoples. Contemporary 
manifestations of colonialism may thus 
evolve into new forms as they persist 
(Alfred & Corntassel, 2005; Moreton-
Robinson, 2016).

Nunavik’s care institutions, initially 
developed by Qallunaat, played a 
significant role in the colonization 
of Inuit Nunangat. Indeed, these 
institutions have been part of 
colonial strategies aimed at settling, 
assimilating and integrating Inuit into 
Canadian society and the neoliberal 
economy (Paine, 1977; TRC, 2015; 
Gebhard, et al., 2022). Criticized 
for various past colonial events and 
practices, these institutions still adopt 
models from the South and remain 
largely structured around the presence 
of Qallunaat workers. The significant 
proportion of these workers and the 
resulting challenges reveal ongoing 
colonial dynamics in Nunavik, which 
are expressed in more nuanced ways.
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A project on Qallunaat 
workers: What are the 

objectives?

Several Indigenous organizations and inquiry 
commissions have called for an increase in the 
number of Indigenous workers, particularly to 
ensure culturally safe services (e.g., TRC, 2015; 
Commission Viens, 2019). Despite institutional 
efforts to promote the hiring and retention of Inuit 
workers, the latter remain under-represented 
in most sectors while Qallunaat continue to 
occupy most specialized and decision-making 
positions in Nunavik’s institutions. This under-
representation is often attributed to “perceived 
inadequacies” among Inuit, including deficits in 
training, skills or motivation. In contrast, there 
is insufficient focus on the mechanisms that 
lead to the significant presence of Qallunaat in 
regional organizations, which may also explain 
the under-representation of Inuit.
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To explore these experiences, 
semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with 21 former Qallunaat 
workers from the health, social services 
and education sectors in Nunavik. 
Participants were recruited through a 
call for participation posted on social 
media. Three criteria guided their 
selection: 1) their field of employment, 
2) the length of their professional stay 
in Nunavik, which had to be at least 
six months, and 3) the end of their 
employment relationship in Nunavik.
(See Table 1).

In that context, this 
research aims to explore 
the experience of 
Qallunaat care workers 
in Nunavik to shed light 
on the mechanisms that 
maintain their presence 
and perpetuate colonial 
dynamics in the labour 
market.

1 One participant held positions in both education and health, which is why the total number exceeds the number of participants.

Table 1. Profile of participants 
Charcteristics Number of participants
Gender Man

Woman
7
14

Age at interview 25-34
35-44
45-54
55 and over

10
7
3
1

Total years in Nunavik 0 to less than 2
2 to less than 4
4 to less than 6
6 to less than 8
8 and over

7
6
5
2
1

Employment sector in 
Nunavik1

Education 
Health
Social services

6
8
8

Participant employment 
communities (by size)

Puvirnituq, Kuujjuaq 
[> 2000 inhabitants]
Kuujjuarapik, Inukjuak, Salluit 
[1000–2000 inhabitants]
Akulivik, Ivujivik, Kangiqsujuaq, Quaqtaq 
[< 1000 inhabitants]

12

10

4
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The analysis of the interviews revealed 
five main findings. The experience of 
Qallunaat workers is characterized 
by: 1) a temporary opportunity, both 
personally and professionally, 2) gaps 
between initial aspirations and the 
realities encountered, 3) a tension 
between challenges and benefits, 4) 
colonial dynamics that place them in a 
position of authority over Inuit, and 5) a 
sense of being essential to the Nunavik 
labour market.

1. A temporary experience and 
opportunity

The experience of Qallunaat workers 
is characterized by a temporary 
opportunity, both personal and 
professional, in Nunavik. Their personal 
motivations align with a temporary 
planning of their stay, which is reinforced 
by structural realities that support this 
temporality.

The personal motivations of Qallunaat 
workers to come to Nunavik stem 
from a combination of reasons and 
circumstances. Their main motivations, 
however, can be categorized into 
three profiles, which resemble 
those observed in international 

work contexts (Silverman, 2005): the 
quest for adventure, the desire to 
meet or save Inuit, and the pursuit of 
personal benefits. These profiles are 
influenced by mythical and exotic 
representations of the North and its 
people as well as a desire for novel 
experiences. Employment was often 
viewed as a chance to have a unique, 
albeit temporary, experience before 
relocating back to the South.

“When I went, I followed a desire 
from way back to visit the North. 
The first visit was purely a desire for 
adventure and discovery. I went there 
like you go on a trip, with no intention 
of ever working in Nunavik for real.”

(Joëlle2, health).

“It piqued my curiosity, and I thought 
it was a great opportunity because 
a plane ticket costs $7,000 [...]. I 
thought it was a good idea to go 
through work. It was really out of 
curiosity.”

(David, education).

Even prior to arriving in Nunavik, 
Qallunaat workers plan their stay to 
be temporary, fully aware that their 
experience will be short-lived. This 
stay is often viewed as a phase that 

The results: What observations emerge 
from the interviews?

2 All names used in this report are fi ctional. All interviews were conducted in French, except for one and were translated by 
the authors for this report.
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aligns with favourable timing with their 
professional and personal lives. They 
have no intention of settling in Nunavik 
and instead focus on building projects 
in the South during this period.

“The initial idea was to do one year. 
It was with the prospect of coming 
back, it was really to experience the 
North.”

(Léonie, social services).

“All these years, I told myself that my 
life wasn’t up there, so that’s why you 
have to make choices at some point 
to come back.”

(Célia, health).

The duration of stay for Qallunaat 
workers is also shaped by the labour 
market’s structure, which promotes 
temporary experiences. Recruitment 
processes set up by Nunavik institutions 
focus on attracting individuals looking 
for a temporary experience, presenting 
job opportunities that emphasize the 
chance to explore a unique location 
and that feature flexible, short-term 
contracts. Thus, the duration initially 
planned by participants is largely 
consistent with administrative factors 
such as the length of their contract or 
their northern leave. The organization of 
work, including vacations, also facilitates 
a temporary attachment to Nunavik. 
This arrangement is based on a clear 
separation between their professional 

life, which takes place in the North, and 
their personal life, which remains in the 
South.

“What was available at the time were 
substitute positions, so I offered 
myself to cover the vacations. [...] The 
second time, they offered me to stay, 
so I requested a northern leave. It’s 
one year at a time. I extended it to 
the maximum of four years.”

(Brigitte, health).

This organization of northern 
employment around temporary 
experiences influences the attachment 
that Qallunaat workers develop towards 
Nunavik and the Inuit. It also shapes 
their relationship with the region, which 
they see primarily as a place to work 
rather than a place to live, impacting the 
temporary nature of their commitment 
to Nunavik. 

2. Gaps between expectations 
and realities

The experience of Qallunaat workers 
is characterized by discrepancies 
between their initial aspirations and 
the realities they encountered. These 
gaps arise from idealized expectations 
and a lack of preparation for working 
in an intercultural and colonial 
context. Upon arriving in Nunavik, 
Qallunaat workers have idealized 
expectations of their experience and 
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stereotypical representations of Inuit. 
Their three main expectations are to: 
a) have enriching cultural experiences 
involving the constant presence of 
Inuit, b) make connections in order 
to learn from Inuit, and c) have a 
positive impact on Inuit lives. These 
expectations are often based on their 
personal motivations for coming to 
Nunavik.

a)  Anticipating deep cultural 
experiences, Qallunaat workers expect 
to engage in  “traditional” activities and 
assume Inuit to be readily available 
to guide them in their culture. This 
expectation, rooted in stereotypical 
representation of Inuit culture, often 
leads to disappointment when 
participants do not experience what 
they had envisioned.

“I was hoping, I thought the cultural 
experience was going to be deeper. I 
naively thought that if I went on a trip 
somewhere for four years, I would 
really become integrated.”

(Joëlle, health).

b) Hoping to develop strong 
connections with Inuit, Qallunaat 
workers are disappointed by the 
separation between the two population 
groups. They also underestimate this 
division, believing that mere willingness 
is enough to bridge the gap. This desire 
for connection, fueled by being drawn 

to a certain exoticism of the North and 
the Inuit, also translates into aspirations 
for reconciliation. This expectation is 
generally unmet, as most workers are 
transient in Nunavik and primarily make 
connections with other Qallunaat.

“The people I was hanging out with 
were mostly Qallunaat. That was my 
main disappointment. I thought that 
after several months I’d make a few 
Inuit friends.”

(Romy, education and health)

c) Hoping to help and positively impact 
the lives of Inuit, Qallunaat workers 
strive to distance themselves from the 
image of the “saviour,” even though it 
often pervades their narratives. This 
perspective is shaped by the belief that 
Inuit “need help,” a notion reinforced by 
portrayals of the North that emphasize 
social issues. Some research participants
experience failures in their attempts to 
help, leadings to feelings of helplessness 
or a reassessment of their attitude. 
Conversely, difficult experiences 
reinforce the “saviour role” for other 
participants.

“I became interested in Nunavik 
because of the courage I read about 
and the distress I saw. At first, I still 
had some pretension of wanting to 
save people. I wanted to meet those 
who are isolated but had survived, 
and whose stories speak to all the 
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distress and pain. I felt called by that 
need.”

(Charlie, social services).

Workers highlight a lack of preparation 
upon arriving in Nunavik. This preparation 
is usually informal and rarely systematic, 
relying on personal initiative to deepen 
their competencies and knowledge 
through personal experience and 
research.

“It was hard because it was another 
culture, another language. We didn’t 
have any Inuit cultural courses, no 
cultural safety training. We were 
never given any information about 
it. No one came to tell us how 
things work, what traumas we might 
face. It has to come from you, it’s 
your personal background, your 
intellectual curiosity, actually. But 
otherwise, our managers don’t talk to 
us about it.”

(Célia, health).

Therefore, most Qallunaat workers 
arrive in Nunavik with a limited 
understanding of the colonial context. 
The main knowledge participants 
had about colonial ism or Inuit 
correlated with widely publicized 
social issues, with limited focus on 
their contemporary cultural practices. 
The inconsistency and insufficiency of 
training, along with a lack of awareness 
of the historical and ongoing injustices 

faced by Indigenous peoples, further 
reinforce this misunderstanding.

The workers we met highlighted their 
lack of culturally relevant knowledge 
and competencies needed for 
their roles. Failures in achieving 
desired results in interventions 
or communications lead them to 
reflect on whether their professional 
practices acquired in the South were 
relevant and adequate. However, 
because they are positioned as 
experts and their practices are viewed 
as universally valid, given their roles 
and qualifications, tends to limit the 
questioning of the cultural relevance 
of their methods and practices 
(Johnston and Tester, 2015).

“I feel that, at the beginning, I didn’t 
have what it took to do my job well. 
[...] At some point, after having a few 
discussions, I realized that it didn’t 
make sense and that the approach 
I was using wasn’t the right one if I 
wanted people to engage with what I 
had to offer. I adjusted my practice a 
bit and I think that helped.”

(Brigitte, health).

Both personally and professionally, 
Q a l l u n a a t  w o r k e r s  f a c e 
disappointments. The gaps between 
their expectations and reality reveal 
the myths and colonial prejudices 
surrounding Inuit culture and the 
labour market in Nunavik.
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3. A tension between 
challenges and benefits

The experience of Qallunaat workers 
is marked by a tension between 
challenges and benefits. While the 
challenges are mainly professional, 
the benefits are often linked to leisure. 
Even though these challenges lead 
most workers to return to the South, 
they retrospectively tend to view their 
experience positively because of the 
benefits they gained.

Table 2 outlines five key factors 
influencing workers’ experience.

Even though these five areas include 
both challenges and benefits for 
Qallunaat workers, the difficulties 
primarily arise in the professional setting, 
while the benefits are mostly associated 
with leisure activities. Professional 
challenges are exacerbated by issues 
surrounding intercultural relationships 
and geographical dislocation, as workers 
navigate an environment lacking familiar 
references and where their identity is 

Table 2. Challenges and benefits of the experience 
Challengess Benefits

Organization & logistics 

of the job

High turnover rates, labour shortages, lack of 

employer support, conflicting priorities and values 

of managers, disorganization of services creating 

frustration and helplessness

Stimulating variety of tasks, 

flexibility, freedom, and 

autonomy

Working conditions High workload, empathy fatigue, burnout Bonuses and salary, vacations

Relationships between 

Inuit & Qallunaat

High turnover rates creating mistrust and 

frustration, overburdening of Inuit colleagues, 

communication and language challenges, racism, 

discomfort, and unease related to the position of 

power, difficulty maintaining connections when 

returning South, distance and division

Friendships, sharing of 

knowledge and skills, access to 

activities on the land, changing 

stereotypes

Relationships among 

Qallunaat workers

Too frequent social activities, cliquishness and 

gossiping, interaction limited to the same people

Solidarity and mutual aid among 

colleagues, strong bonds (sense 

of community), frequent social 

activities

Geographical dislocation Isolation from southern network, inconsistent 

access to basic services, fewer resources than in 

urban areas

Peace and quiet, access to land 

and nature, family life
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Figure 2. Three main factors prompted participants return South

Family projects in the 
South 

(6 participants)

Administrative 
considerations such as 

the end of contracts 
or northern leave

(4 participants)

Challenges 
encountered in their 

jobs, particularly 
exhaustion

(11 participants)

largely shaped by their professional 
role. Their job often results in feelings 
of exhaustion and helplessness, 
whereas the land and the activities 
practiced there provide relief from 
these challenges. When professional 
difficulties become overwhelming, the 
level of relief experienced diminishes, 
prompting workers to contemplate 
returning South.

“I love Nunavik, I love the region, I 
love the people. But I hate the work 
environment, which I find to be 
extremely toxic, but everything else I 
love.”

(Raphaëlle, social services).

“My best moments were all the 
activities I did on the land [...]. We 
often say that the land is healing. It’s 
unique. So, it’s really the activities on 
the land, just going fishing or going 
for a walk.”

(Thomas, social services).

Workers’ decision to return South is 
influenced by the transient nature of 
their experience and the challenges 
they encountered. Although 
Nunavik offers them professional 
opportunities such as competencies 
and knowledge acquisition, as well 
as a flexible work environment with 
attractive conditions, it is primarily 
the challenges faced in employment 
that led them to return South. Even 
though their experience was initially 
intended to be temporary, their 
departure is hastened by professional 
challenges, such as exhaustion, which 
commonly affects about three-
quarters of the participants. The 
three main factors that prompted 
participants’ return to the South are 
illustrated in the Figure 2.

“I had to take two work leaves during 
my three years. I think that really 
reflects the reality of working in the 
Far North.”

(Mylène, education).
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Workers’ retrospective assessment 
reveals this tension between challenges 
and benefits. The vast majority have 
mixed feelings about their experience, 
viewing it as both one of the most 
rewarding and one of the most 
challenging of their lives. Despite 
this ambivalence, they ultimately 
perceive their experience positively, 
contributing to both their personal 
and professional growth. In many ways, 
their stories remind of international 
aid work, where white individuals are 
offered the opportunity to shape their 
identities through their humanitarian 
and benevolent actions (Heron, 2007). 
Indeed, Qallunaat workers do perceive 
this experience as a form of professional 
fulfillment that allows them to transform 
themselves and to become “better 
people.” 

“I often tell people that the North 
brought me my best moments, my 
worst moments and brought out the 
best in me and sometimes the worst. 
It’s such a rollercoaster of emotions. 
On Saturday, you’re having the time 
of your life, and then on Monday, you 
arrive at the office and it’s like ‘ugh’ 
[...] It’s really the two extremes all the 
time.”

(Myriam, social services).

“It’s a rewarding experience. As I 
said, there are more positive aspects 
in the end than negative ones, even 

though it’s a really difficult job. But 
you take away more good things”

(Mathilde, health).

Overall, the daily life of Qallunaat 
workers is marked by a tension between 
challenges and benefits, which can 
become overwhelming, ultimately 
prompting a return to the South. This 
return can be viewed as a strategy to 
escape the difficulties encountered. In 
hindsight, however, the workers tend 
to emphasize the benefits they gained 
from this experience.

4. Ongoing colonial dynamics

The experience of Qallunaat workers 
is shaped by a colonial dynamic that 
position them in authority over Inuit. 
However, addressing these dynamics 
elicits varied reactions among 
participants.

Three factors influence these colonial 
dynamics in the daily experience of 
Qallunaat workers.

a) Qallunaat workers are constantly 
in hierarchical relationships with Inuit 
due to their job positions.

The Nunavik labour market is 
characterized by a strong segmentation, 
with Qallunaat consistently holding 
more specialized positions and Inuit 
relegated to support roles or viewed 
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as auxiliaries. This segmentation 
creates hierarchies and privileges 
that structure interactions between 
Inuit and Qallunaat. The expertise and 
qualifications of Qallunaat workers 
enable them to access key roles and 
responsibilities, whereas Inuit are 
typically seen as “doers” or underlings, 
a phenomenon that has already been 
documented (Plourde-Léveillé and 
Fraser, 2021; Fraser et al., 2021).

This division and hierarchy can be 
explained by an organizational structure 
that prioritizes formal qualifications 
(such as diplomas) and a subjective 
understanding of competence. While 
competence and merit are socially 
and culturally constructed, they often 
function as tools of domination and 
exclusion (Fraser et al., 2021). These 
findings are consistent with research 
indicating that Indigenous workers are 
often relegated to the peripheries of the 
labour market and assigned to “cultural” 
tasks such as translation, social bonding 
with peers and cultural facilitation for 
their non-Indigenous superiors (Lahn 
and Ganter, 2018). This employment 
structure in Nunavik tends to prioritize 
Qallunaat interests while keeping Inuit 
in auxiliary positions.

“You can never ignore that when 
you’re in the North. [...] The fact that 
you’re constantly in a power dynamic 
with people, even despite yourself, 
makes it a bit complicated. You feel 
that you’re seen differently because 
we have money, we’re educated and 

we’re here in a professional context. 
[...] So, we’re in a hierarchical position, 
but it remains uncomfortable at 
times.”

(Jérémie, social services).

b) Qallunaat workers enjoy privileges 
stemming from their geographic origin 
and their employment.

By working in Nunavik, Qallunaat workers 
have access to various benefi ts, including 
housing, isolation and remoteness 
bonuses, travel benefi ts for trips back 
to the South, food transportation, and 
more. Despite Inuit calls to address 
disparities, new collective agreements 
continue to generate tensions and 
conflicts, perpetuating significant 
socioeconomic inequalities that favour 
Qallunaat.
On the one hand, these disparities 
stem from the geographical origin of 
Qallunaat workers, as specifi c measures 
are implemented to attract them 
to Nunavik. On the other hand, their 
typically more specialized jobs provide 
them with access to advantageous 
working conditions. Skills recognition, 
which is based on the acquisition of 
diplomas and formal qualifi cations, 
infl uences this access. Furthermore, 
prerequisites for professional positions 
have been tightened since 2012, 
restricting access to clinical activities 
exclusively to professionals with specifi c 
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diplomas. With access to post-secondary 
education still very limited in Nunavik, 
Inuit have fewer opportunities to acquire 
the formal qualifi cations necessary for 
obtaining specialized positions.

“We get lots of big bonuses because 
we go up North and we’re far from 
our families, and we get big salaries. 
Inuit teachers don’t get these 
bonuses, Inuit nurses don’t get these 
bonuses because they live at home.”

(Xavier, education).

c) Qallunaat workers embody a 
colonizer figure as a result of the 
colonial legacy and the functioning of 
Nunavik institutions.

The narratives of Qallunaat workers 
reveal that they represent power and a 
continuation of colonization in their daily 
interactions, both at work and beyond, 
which infl uences their relationships with 
Inuit. The reputation of the institution 
they work for is a crucial factor in this 
dynamic. Indeed, institutions with a 
negative image in the communities 
directly impact the perception of 
workers, leading to distrust towards 
them. This distrust is fueled by negative 
social representations of the services, 
which are themselves shaped by 
the legacy of colonial institutions, 
hierarchical relationships with Qallunaat 
professionals and recent events such as 
the death of Joyce Echaquan (Fraser & 
Nadeau, 2015).

The segmentation of the labour market, 
where Qallunaat predominantly occupy 
decision- making roles, perpetuates a 
hierarchical and unequal relationship 
reminiscent of colonial control and 
dependency dynamics. Additionally, past 
and ongoing experiences of insecurity 
within care services further reinforce the 
perception of the Qallunaat worker as 
an extension of the colonizer in Nunavik.

“You’re always reminded that you 
aren’t from there and that you’re a 
continuation of
colonialism [...] Sometimes you 
shouldn’t take it personally. The 
criticisms are there because of what 
we represent, because of history, 
because of colonization, because of 
the difference in privileges.”

(Romy, education and health).

The “extractive” nature of Qallunaat’s 
professional experience further 
reinforces these colonial dynamics 
and fosters mistrust from Inuit. 
Their mobility encourages patterns 
where they come to Nunavik to seek 
experience and benefi ts, only to return 
to the South. The high turnover rates 
associated with this mobility lead to 
various relational challenges, including 
a lack of accountability among Qallunaat 
workers, which can result in instances 
of power abuse.

Through the experiences of Qallunaat 
workers, many situations illustrate 
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Figure 3. Factors of influence and Qallunaat’s reactions

these colonial dynamics, though their 
reactions and interpretations vary. Four 
types of reactions have been identifi ed, 
primarily infl uenced by two key factors 
(see Figure 3).

The relationships that Qallunaat 
workers develop with Inuit outside the 
professional context—primarily revolving 
around  assistance and challenges—lead 
them to reconsider their victimizing 
portrayals of Inuit. These connections 
stimulate curiosity about the realities 
Inuit face and deepen their empathy, 
prompting them to reassess their 
behaviours or interactions. In the 
workplace, the relationships that 
Qallunaat workers cultivate with their 
Inuit colleagues are also crucial for 
recognizing their skills and contributions.

“I have a lot of friends, which is why I 
stayed for several years. [...] I’m really 
happy because otherwise, what you 

encounter at work are people in 
crisis, and that’s normal, but that’s not 
the nice side. [...] So, I think it’s about 
giving yourself the opportunity to be 
in positive contexts with them, and to 
really get to know them for real.”

(Raphaëlle, social services).

Recognizing colonialism and racism as 
systems of power prompts Qallunaat 
workers to critically examine their 
practices and social positions. When 
these colonial dynamics are perceived 
as relics of the past or the result of 
ill-intentioned individuals, some workers 
may feel detached, believing these 
issues do not directly affect them. This 
perspective—viewing colonialism as 
a series of regrettable past events—
restricts their refl ection on their current 
responsibilities and roles.
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“At the school team, we always try to 
balance between those coming from 
the South and those coming from the 
North. But there is always a bit of this 
look towards those coming from the 
South, a look at what happened in 
the past. We must break through that 
and move forward instead of looking 
back.”

(Oscar, education).

Colonial dynamics in Nunavik are 
not merely remnants of the past; 
they continue to persist in the daily 
interactions of Qallunaat workers and are 
maintained by systemic mechanisms. 
Consequently, being a Qallunaaq 
worker in Nunavik refl ects the colonial 
history of the region and is manifested 
in a hierarchical relationship that is also 
tied with a range of ongoing privileges
.
5. A sense of being essential

The experience of Qallunaat workers is 
marked by a sense of being essential to 
the Nunavik labour market. This feeling 
is rooted in the perception that Inuit are 
“in need” of Qallunaat.

Qallunaat workers perceive their 
presence and contribution as vital 
to Nunavik, especially during the 
sociopolitical transition involving the 
transfer of services to Inuit control. 
Participants mention various timelines 
associated to this transition.

While waiting for this transition to be 
realized, Qallunaat workers consider 
their presence and contribution as 
crucial for delivering services to the 
population. They believe that without 
their involvement, Nunavik’s institutions 
would struggle to function effectively, 
resulting in signifi cant consequences.

“I think that realistically, the presence 
of white people is essential. We can’t 
just leave and let them figure it out 
on their own. Lives are being saved, 
children are going to school and 
learning things. In short, there are 
many things that exist thanks to the 
presence of white people. […] It’s like 
a necessity because it’s essential, but 
we need to find a way to eventually 
get rid of it.”

(Joëlle, health).

“I think the positive is just a band-aid 
thing. We need certain people to 
fill certain jobs, and since we need 
them now, the easiest thing to do in 
the short term is to import [labour]. 
But I think in the long term, we need 
more sovereignty and more cultural 
services that are not appropriated 
and more relevant to people’s real 
needs.”

(Alice, education),

Qallunaat workers also view their 
contribution as essential for enabling 
this transition, providing Inuit with 
the necessary tools to manage and 
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deliver services in the region. They 
see themselves as mentors, holding 
the expertise required to guide Inuit, 
who are often perceived as unable to 
manage it on their own. 

“My perception is that they need skills 
to recover from colonialism, to take 
charge of how they want to manage 
their own affairs. That’s the positive. 
The big negative is that there is very 
little being done to transfer that 
skillset, and that just perpetuates the 
dependency relationship towards the 
Qallunaat.”

(Mylène, education).

Some Qallunaat workers consider 
their presence in Nunavik essential, 
regardless of any potential transition. 
They view their role as entirely positive 
and struggle to envision alternatives 
to the current situation. For these 
participants, the signifi cant presence 
of Qallunaat is considered a necessity 
and a widely accepted reality, leaving 
little room for debate.

“I couldn’t say it’s negative [the 
presence of Qallunaat], because if 
we weren’t there, they would have 
no access to care. Sometimes we 
ask interpreters, wouldn’t you like 
to be in our shoes? But no, they’re 
not interested [...]. It seems like we’ll 
always need to go there.”

(Mathilde, health).

Workers hold an abstract view of this 
potential sociopolitical transition. The 
abstract, almost mythical nature of its 
discussion, appears to primarily alleviate 
their discomfort and legitimize their 
presence amid uncertainties about 
their impact in Nunavik. Despite doubts 
and criticisms, participants reassure 
themselves by considering their 
presence as either temporary or, at the 
very least, essential.

The belief in the indispensability 
of Qallunaat workers in Nunavik 
infl uences their identity and shapes 
their relationships with both work and 
Inuit. Some see themselves as essential 
even before arriving, motivated by a 
sense of duty or a desire to help Inuit. 
Others adopt this perspective over 
time, infl uenced by the notion that Inuit 
are “in need” of Qallunaat, specially 
because they occupy roles centered 
on assistance.

The idea that Inuit are “in need” is shaped 
by an image that portrays them as 
unable to overcome their challenges or 
fi ll positions within Nunavik’s institutions. 
This perspective, viewing Inuit as lacking 
resources and requiring assistance, 
refl ects an underlying belief in the 
superiority of Qallunaat knowledge 
systems and identities (Memmi, 1957).
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On one hand, Inuit are perceived 
as victims needing assistance from 
Qallunaat workers to overcome their 
challenges. This perception develops 
among workers through their experience, 
especially as they witness the diffi cult 
realities and injustices faced by Inuit. 
It refl ects a “white saviour” mentality, 
where Qallunaat see themselves as 
essential for rescuing Inuit from their 
suffering (Heron, 2007; Johnston & 
Tester, 2015).

“White people keep Nunavik 
running. If there were no white 
people, it wouldn’t function, or they 
would fall into exceptional poverty. 
There’s a positive aspect to this, 
but at the same time, it’s a situation 
of dependency—can it really be 
considered 100 percent positive? The 
idea is to try to empower the local 
people as much as possible, but it 
remains a considerable challenge 
because culturally, their approach to 
work and education is different there, 
and the challenges they face are 
enormous.”

(Jérémie, social services)

On the other hand, the belief that Inuit 
need Qallunaat workers is reinforced 
by the perception of a shortage of 
qualifi ed workers in care and services 
in Nunavik. Workers often express that 
“there would be no one else” capable of 
performing their jobs. This viewpoint is 
rooted in the idea that Qallunaat workers 

provide expertise to a population that, 
in their view, lacks the relevant skills and 
knowledge to fulfi ll these roles.

“I think they have no choice but to 
have white people, no choice but 
to have educated people making 
decisions. I think that, in some ways, 
they need to be guided. […] There 
needs to be educated white people 
providing services. We have no 
choice […]. They would like to manage 
their own affairs with their own staff, 
but everything would fall apart. […] 
So, it’s certain that they need us.”

(Pierre, santé).

The belief that Qallunaat workers are 
essential hinders the recognition of Inuit 
autonomy and self-determination insofar 
as it fails to challenge the assumptions 
behind this perceived necessity and the 
colonial structures that favour Qallunaat 
skills over those of Inuit. This assumption 
that Qallunaat are better suited to 
perform care work in Nunavik shapes 
the labour market, as it excludes Inuit 
from their own institutions.
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RECRUITEMENT AND 
DURATION OF STAY FOR 
QALLUNAAT WORKERS

1. Review recruitment objectives 
for workers

The fi ndings of this research show that 
current recruitment processes prioritize 
the continuous infl ux of new workers 
by leveraging the appeal of “discovery” 
and “experience” of the North as an 
attraction model. 

Implementing alternative approaches 
that foster a deeper attachment to the 
region could help lower turnover rates 
among Qallunaat staff.

2. Revise administrative 
mechanisms that limit stay 
duration or promote short-term 
stays

One reason Qallunaat workers return 
to the South is related to administrative 
factors, such as contract expiration 
or northern leave. The availability of 
short-term contracts also diminishes 
the duration workers intend to stay in 
Nunavik.

Revising these mechanisms could help 
facilitate longer stays

EMPLOYEE SUPPORT

3. Systematically document the 
support needed for each job

While signifi cant effort is invested in 
recruitment, workers often report a lack 
of support regarding the challenges 
they encounter in their jobs. Even if they 
do not intend to settle permanently in 
Nunavik, these professional challenges 
can shorten their planned duration of 
stay and contribute to staff turnover.

Systematically documenting the 
support required for each job through 
exit surveys would yield valuable 
insights into the challenges faced 
and the reasons behind workers’ 
departures.

4. Develop concrete actions to 
address the causes of exhaustion

This research has uncovered various 
causes of exhaustion stemming from a 
combination of professional challenges, 
including high workload, staff shortages, 
signifi cant emotional strain, a sense of 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 
WHAT ACTIONS TO CONSIDER?
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powerlessness to effect change, lack of 
employer support, workplace tensions 
or confl icts, and mandatory on-call shifts 
in some roles.

As exhaustion is the primary reason 
workers return to the South, 
implementing concrete actions to 
tackle these job-related challenges 
would aid in retaining staff.

PREPARATION AND 
DEVELOPMENT 
OF DECOLONIAL 
PROFESSIONAL PRACTICES

5. Implement systematic and 
mandatory training programs 
prior to workers’ arrival

Despite some training being available 
in their sector, most workers did not 
receive any training before or upon their 
arrival in Nunavik.

Improving the preparation of Qallunaat 
workers through systematic training 
would help bridge the gap between 
their expectations and the realities of 
working in Nunavik.

6. Encourage awareness and 
understanding of the colonial 
context and its contemporary 
manifestations

The fi ndings show that most Qallunaat 
workers arrive in Nunavik with a limited 
understanding of the colonial context.

Given that this lack of knowledge 
impacts intercultural interactions, 
providing training and promoting 
understanding of current colonial 
dynamics among Qallunaat workers 
would help them better grasp 
contemporary issues and critically 
assess their own behaviors.

7. Promote positive social 
representations of Inuit

The findings reveal that Qallunaat 
workers frequently arrive in Nunavik 
with stereotypical views of Inuit and 
their social issues. These victimizing 
representations are central to their 
sense of indispensability and contribute 
to unequal power dynamics.

P r o m o t i n g  p o s i t i v e  s o c i a l 
representations of Inuit would 
help challenge the stereotypes 
held by workers and foster a better 
understanding of Inuit realities and their 
contributions to the labour market.

8. Promote the development of 
cultural competencies

The interviewed workers highlighted 
a lack of culturally relevant tools for 
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facilitating effective communication 
and interventions in their work.

As cultural competencies enhance 
understanding and openness to 
the unique cultural aspects of 
Indigenous peoples (NRBHSS, 2021), 
encouraging the development of these 
competencies through training or field 
experience would make interventions 
by Qallunaat workers more effective.

QUALIFICATIONS AND 
DEFINITION OF SKILLS

9. Value Inuit skills and knowledge

The results of this study indicate that 
Inuit competencies and knowledge 
are frequently relegated to the cultural 
or community sphere. However, 
recognizing these competencies is 
crucial for successfully implementing 
a transition in services. While Inuit 
Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ), a term referring 
to Inuit traditional knowledge, offers 
holistic approaches to health and 
education, a similar perspective could 
be applied to create a comprehensive 
view of employment.

Acknowledging the contribution of 
Inuit skills and knowledge in the labour 
market would promote the inclusion of 
their perspectives and improve their 
access to job opportunities.

10. Limit the inflation of job 
qualification requirements

The proportion of Qallunaat in Nunavik 
jobs has risen since the early 2000s, 
particularly due to an increase in 
positions requiring a post-secondary 
degree or certifi cation (KRG, 2011). These 
escalating qualifi cation requirements 
contribute to the exclusion of Inuit from 
professional positions, as acquiring these 
qualifi cations through formal education 
is often unfeasible in Nunavik.

Limiting the inflation of job qualification 
requirements would improve Inuit 
access to professional positions.

11. Promote the development of 
training and its accessibility in 
Nunavik

Limited access to training constrains 
employment opportunities and 
reinforces the notion of Qallunaat 
workers as indispensable in Nunavik.

As skills assessment currently depends 
on formal qualifications such as 
diplomas, enhancing the accessibility 
of training for Nunavimmiut would 
improve their chances of securing 
professional jobs while reducing 
systematic reliance on Qallunaat 
workers.
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12. Define essential competencies 
in service delivery

It is commonly assumed that the 
necessary job competencies must be 
acquired through diplomas following 
southern models. This emphasis on 
formal qualifi cations benefi ts Qallunaat 
workers trained in the South while 
limiting job access for Inuit.

Creating a forum to discuss the essential 
competencies required for delivering 
culturally relevant and safe services, 
as well as methods for recognizing 
these competencies, could enhance 
service quality and promote greater 
Inuit inclusion in both governance and 
delivery.

POWER DYNAMICS AND 
SOCIAL JUSTICE

13. Ensure fair distribution of 
benefits among workers

Job benefi ts are not always the same 
for Inuit and Qallunaat, despite efforts to 
reduce disparities. It is crucial to examine 
how to ensure fair distribution while 
considering structural constraints that 
limit Inuit access to certain professional 
roles.

Ensuring fair distribution of these 
benefits  would help reduce 

socioeconomic inequalities and 
alleviate tensions between Inuit and 
Qallunaat in the communities.

14. Establish a cultural safety 
framework in workplaces

The cultural safety approach was 
originally developed as a tool for 
social justice and now encompasses 
two perspectives, often presented 
without distinction: one focuses on 
adaptation and inclusion measures for 
non-Indigenous staff, and the other 
addresses structural conditions that lead 
to negative and insecure experiences 
for Indigenous peoples (Lévesque et al., 
2019).

Implementing a cultural safety 
approach in employment would help 
transform relationships between 
Inuit and Qallunaat and improve Inuit 
experiences within services.
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