
Spirituality, Culture and Women’s Wellbeing
Background

Resource development and extraction projects in the north of present-day Canada have a 
history of failing to consider community wellbeing and input from various community members, 
including women.1 In 2012, given the changes anticipated related to the multibillion-dollar 
hydroelectric dam being built on the Lower Churchill River, a group of diverse women-identifying 
people in Happy Valley-Goose Bay (HV-GB), Labrador, came together to talk about women’s 
wellbeing in the community. They described and depicted2 women’s wellbeing as follows: 

“The wellbeing of women in the north 
depends on having the opportunity to enjoy 
and develop a healthy and sustainable 
relationship with the environment. Having 
the ability to value yourself – both where you 
have come from and where you are going – is 
also important. Wellbeing requires having 
a sense of safety and security, and having 
access to appropriate food, housing, resources, 
finances, and support services. Having a social 
support network, and being free from violent 
relationships, are critical factors that affect 
wellbeing for all women. Food security; having 
or being able to learn coping mechanisms; 
being able to make choices about what’s 
best for you and your family; having access 
to information and resources; and social 
acceptance of diverse social identities are also 
critically important factors that affect women’s 
wellbeing. Having a space to meet to share 
and learn with other women is also important. 
Overall wellbeing is made up of: (1) physical; 
(2) emotional; (3) mental/intellectual; (4)
spiritual; and (5) cultural wellbeing.

In 2018, after several rounds of pilot testing, the group conducted a survey they created to 
better understand the wellbeing of women in and around Happy Valley-Goose Bay. This report 
focuses on survey results about the cultural and spiritual wellbeing of women. The women 
identified cultural and spiritual acceptance, and cultural, spiritual and emotional facets of 
wellbeing, as important.

1 Leah Levac and Jacqueline Gillis “Northern Women’s Conceptualizations of Well-Being: Engaging in the “Right” Policy Conversations,” 
In Creating Spaces of Engagement: Policy Justice and the Practical Craft of Deliberative Democracy, ed. Leah Levac and Sarah Wiebe 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2020), 94-116). Toronto: University of Toronto Press. https://doi.org/10.3138/9781487519889-006 
2 The Inuksuk wellbeing framework was created by community researchers in Happy Valley-Goose Bay and digitized by graphic 
designer Monica Peach.
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About the Survey Participants
• 127 women over the age of 13 in or near

Happy Valley-Goose Bay completed the survey
• 55% (n=70) identified as Inuit, Southern Inuit,

and/or Métis*
• 35% (n=44) had children living with them
• 11% (n=14) identified as having a disability
• 22% (n=28) identified as 2SLGBTQIA+
• 57% (n=75) have lived in HV-GB for more than

5 years
*At the time of the survey, community collaborators suggested using the 
terms ‘Southern Inuit and/or Métis’ to capture the experiences of some 
Inuit living in southern and central Labrador. This terminology is more 
contested today. We therefore use the term ‘Indigenous’ throughout this 
report to refer to people who identified as ‘Inuit’ and/or ‘Southern Inuit 
and/or Métis’ in the survey. The term is not intended to suggest a 
universalized experience, nor to imply broad application to all 
Indigenous Peoples. For instance, Innu women did not respond to the 
survey.

Key Takeaways

• The spiritual and cultural wellbeing
of women in HV-GB is generally good,
and this does not vary a lot across
age groups or based on access to
supports.

• Many people have the emotional
support they want from family,
friends, and/or a partner, which
appears to be related to higher
spiritual and cultural wellbeing.

• People see racism around them, and
sense that this has been heightened
with the dam’s development.

“Spiritual wellbeing lies within us and comes from our connections to the land and to the people. It 
includes being aware of our spirituality, self-acceptance and respect for others, and being able to 
practice and experience the virtues of love (having compassion for others), joy (having a song in your 
heart), long suffering (being patient and perseverant), kindness (being thoughtful to others without 
seeking reward), faithfulness (a commitment to being true & loyal), gentleness (consideration for the 
feelings of others), self control, and energy (your hand to the world, or your aura).” 3

“Cultural wellbeing is about having the freedom to practice your own culture, and to belong to a 
cultural group. Cultural wellbeing helps us be who we are as individuals. Cultural wellbeing comes 
from being valued for the differences that define us and our beliefs, our history, and our roots. Cultural 
wellbeing adds to the greater good.” 4

Importance of Spiritual and Cultural Practices to Wellbeing

Spiritual Practice
Women who reported having a spiritual practice (n=78) generally felt they 
could be open about practicing their spirituality (81%; n=63). Most also 
somewhat or strongly agreed that their spirituality helps them to accept 
things outside of their control (92%; n=71) and keeps them connected to 
people important to them (92%; n=71). Many of the participants with a 
spiritual practice felt somewhat or strongly that their spiritual and cultural 
practices fit together (87%; n=67) and that they had a place and resources 
to connect to their spirituality (78%, n=60). However, 42% noted barriers to 
engaging in their spiritual practice, citing reasons such as: time constraints, 
lack of acceptance for their practices, lack of information/resources, and lack 
of community engagement.

The data from this survey indicate that most women who responded are 
experiencing cultural and spiritual wellness.

61%

(n=74)
rated their 

spiritual 
wellbeing 
as good or 
excellent 

63%

(n=78)
have a spiritual 

practice

3 Leah Levac and members of the CVI Steering Committee. “Community Vitality Index: Overview”, Canadian Research Institute for 
the Advancement of Wellbeing, (2018): 7. https://www.criaw-icref.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/CVI-Overview-Dec.-2021.pdf 
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Cultural Traditions

Most women who had a cultural practice (n=73) felt that their cultural 
practices were accepted by their community (92%; n=66) and outside 
their community (86%, n=63). Most also somewhat or strongly agreed 
their cultural traditions help them to connect to the past (97%; n=71) 
and keep them connected to people important to them (89%; n=63). 
Most also somewhat or strongly agreed that their spirituality helps 
them to accept things outside of their control (91%; n=64). Many of the 
participants with a cultural tradition felt somewhat or strongly that they 
had a place (79%, n=56) and resources (72%, n=50) to connect to their 
culture. However, 37% (n=24) noted barriers to engaging in their cultural 
traditions, citing reasons such as: lack of resources/programs, hunting 
laws, and lack of acceptance.

Indigenous culture, “a unique set of beliefs and practices which have 
successfully sustained Indigenous peoples physically, socially and 
spiritually...”,5 is an important part of the overall health of Indigenous 
communities.6 In a study about Nunatsiavut Inuit youth and their mental 
wellbeing, connecting to Inuit culture was identified as a positive factor 
for their mental health.7 Culture and spiritual wellbeing are important 
for others as well. For instance, in a study about cultural participation 
and perceptions of wellbeing in an Italian population, it was found that 
individual wellbeing was affected by cultural access.8 Participating in 
cultural activities was seen to positively impact health and wellbeing.9  

67%

(n=83)
rated their cultural 
wellbeing as good 

or excellent 

59%

(n=73)
have a cultural 

practice

Age and Spiritual and Cultural Wellbeing
Older women more commonly reported having a spiritual practice, and good or excellent 
spiritual wellbeing, than younger women. This was true for both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous women. Alternatively, older and younger women reported having cultural traditions 
and good or excellent cultural wellbeing more commonly than did women aged 26-64.
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5 Angela C. Angell and John R. Parkins. “Resource Development and Aboriginal Culture in the Canadian North.” Polar Record 47, no. 1 
(2010): 67–79. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0032247410000124. 
6 Ibid 
7 Joanna Petrasek MacDonald et al., “Protective Factors for Mental Health and Well-Being in a Changing Climate: Perspectives from Inuit 
Youth in Nunatsiavut, Labrador,” Social Science & Medicine 141 (2015): 133-141, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2015.07.017. 
8 Enzo Grossi, Pier Luigi Sacco, Giorgio Tavano Blessi, and Renata Cerutti. “The Impact of Culture on the Individual Subjective Well-Being 
of the Italian Population: An Exploratory Study.” Applied Research in Quality of Life 6, no. 4 (2010): 387–410. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11482-010-9135-1.  
9 Ibid
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Age and Cultural Wellbeing

Young women’s strong sense of cultural wellbeing may be related to having strong community 
ties, which can provide youth with a sense of belonging, role models, and security, in turn 
promoting good mental health in young people.10 Particularly for Nunatsiavut Inuit youth, 
closeness with friends and family is essential because it enables traditional activities, which 
are collective in nature.11  This is also seen in youth of various backgrounds in relation to their 
spirituality. Youth who have more spiritual wellbeing have healthier behaviours, increased social 
support, close family connections and positive emotions.12

Cultural Identity and Spiritual and Cultural Wellbeing

Similar proportions of Indigenous and non-Indigenous women reported engaging in some sort of 
spiritual practice. However, women who identified as Indigenous more often reported that they 
engage in cultural traditions (74%, n=51) than did non-Indigenous women (41%, n=22). Indigenous 
women were also slightly less likely to say that their cultural wellbeing was good or excellent.

Engage in a Spiritual Practice Engage in Cultural Traditions

Indigenous 66% (n=45) 74% (n=51)

Non-Indigenous 60% (n=33) 41% (n=22)

Community Connectedness, Social Supports and Spiritual and 
Cultural Wellbeing

Spiritual and cultural wellbeing may be impacted by how connected women in Happy 
Valley-Goose Bay feel to other people in their community.

Community

Feeling strongly connected to the community was related to higher spiritual and cultural 
wellbeing. For example, 71% (n=61) of women who had good or excellent spiritual wellbeing 
also reported being more strongly connected to their community. Similarly, 79% (n=70) of 
women with good or excellent cultural wellbeing felt strongly connected to their community. 

Meanwhile, only 34% (n=11) of those with weak connections to the community had good/

10 Joanna Petrasek MacDonald et al., (2015) 
11 Ibid 
12 Lindsay Smith, Ruth Webber, and John DeFrain. “Spiritual Well-Being and Its Relationship to Resilience in Young People: A Mixed 
Methods Case Study.” SAGE Open, (2013). https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244013485582.
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excellent spiritual or cultural wellbeing. The most cited barrier to feeling connected to others in 
the community was time constraints (29%; n=19).

Survey respondents both experienced and witnessed discrimination in the community. Some 
women told us that they had seen “…more discrimination” and heard “more people making 
racist comments” since the arrival of the Muskrat Falls hydroelectric project. 

SPIRITUALITY, CULTURE AND WOMEN’S WELLBEING IN HAPPY VALLEY-GOOSE BAY 5

73%

(n=91)
have fairly or 
very strong 

connections to 
the community

90%

(n=112)

somewhat or 
strongly agree 

that they feel like 
they belong

53%

(n=64)

felt lonely or 
excluded in their 
community in the 

past week

44% 
(n=55)

did not have regular 
contact with mentors, 
role models or Elders 

they learn from

33% 
(n=42)

experienced some 
form of discrimination 

in the community in 
the past month

Friends and Family

In general, when women reported receiving 
the emotional support they wanted from their 
personal networks, they also reported having 
good spiritual and cultural wellbeing. 

A large majority of women (80%; n=100) reported 
receiving the emotional support they wanted 
from immediate family and friends. However, 
women also told us about strains on these 
relationships. When we asked about the impacts 
of the dam, one woman told us, “It’s put a strain on 
many personal relationships, including friends and 
family who work at Muskrat Falls. Additionally, any 
free time I have in general is spent organizing with 
the grassroots resistance, so I no longer enjoy 
downtime or time to myself”. Another explained, “I 
have lost a couple friends and some distant family 
because of their beliefs. My spouse was working 
across the river. They did not agree with it and often 
said that we as a couple were helping to kill off 
everything”.

80%

(n=100)
receive the 

emotional support 
they want from 

immediate family

55%

(n=69)
receive the 

emotional support 
they want from 

extended family

66%

(n=82)
receive the emotional 

support they want from 
a partner

95%

(n=118)
eceive the emotional 
support they want 

from friends

r

87%

(n=109)
connected with friends and relatives in 

some way in the last week

Impacts of Food and Water Access on Spiritual and Cultural Practices
Food and water access are also linked to cultural and spiritual wellbeing. Disruptions in 
one area are likely to ripple across the others; therefore, maintaining country food access 
is important across wellbeing domains. For instance, when survey respondents were asked 
about their access to good food and clean water, some noted barriers to food access and 
cultural traditions, such as hunting laws and the availability of specific wild game. For more 
information on the relationship between food, water and spiritual and cultural wellbeing, see 
the Food, Water and Women’s Wellbeing report in this series.



Impact of Changes from the Dam on Spiritual and Cultural Wellbeing
Some women also shared how the dam development is affecting them and their cultural and 
spiritual wellbeing:

“Emotional stress. Cultural stress”

“The morale of the entire community has been 
at a constant low ever since the project came 

into effect, like a sense of community has been 
completely lost with it. It feels like the culture 
of the community is dying. It’s created a lot of 
divide, and the community just started feeling 

more and more unsafe. As if living so isolated isn’t
expensive enough, this project made meeting 

basic needs nearly impossible…. Our youth are 
losing their heritage, yet there is nothing is place 

for them to fill the void that is being created in 
the wake of that. There is nowhere here that 
inspires expression, and nowhere that gives 

youth a safe place to feel inspired...”

“Seems to be much more anxiety about loss of 
cultural traditions”

“Greater stress and discontent among my people”

These quotes are consistent with other 
research about the effects of resource 
extraction projects, which is that they can 
have impacts on community culture,13 
including by disrupting Indigenous cultural 
practices and traditions through their effects 
on land, gathering sites and sacred sites.14  The 
impacts are not always or entirely negative,15 

but working to counter the negative effects 
that do result is important.

Wellbeing Indicators to Monitor
Further research could help shed light on:
• barriers to spiritual and cultural practices and traditions.
• why there seem to be generational differences in spiritual and cultural wellbeing.
• how to mitigate the impacts of resource extraction on the spiritual and cultural

wellbeing of women in Happy Valley-Goose Bay.

Closing Thoughts
Women’s wellbeing is dynamic and impacted by many factors, including their opportunities 
for spiritual and cultural wellbeing. The survey data show how age, community connections, 
and resource extraction can all influence women’s cultural and spiritual wellbeing. This report 
also highlights the interconnections between spiritual and cultural wellbeing, the environment, 
and other important factors that define women’s wellbeing. This report is available at: https://
www.criaw-icref.ca/publications/spirituality-culture-womens-wellbeing-in-hv-gb/. To learn 
more about women’s wellbeing in HV-GB, follow the same link to access the rest of the reports 
in this series: Food, Water & Women’s Wellbeing; Environment & Women’s Wellbeing; and Social 
Supports & Women’s Wellbeing.

Find out more about the project16 at: 
https://www.criaw-icref.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/CVI-Overview-Dec.-2021.pdf

 

13 Angela C. Angell and John R. Parkins (2010).  
14 Colleen M Davison and Penelope Hawe. “All That Glitters: Diamond Mining and Tłįch� Youth in
Behchoko, Northwest Territories.” ARCTIC 65, no. 2 (2012). https://doi.org/10.14430/arctic4202.  
15 Ibid 
16 This research took place in the Upper Lake Melville region of Labrador. We acknowledge these 
lands as the homelands of the Inuit and Innu of Labrador and recognize their ancestral and 
continued ties to these lands and waters. We also acknowledge that members of the research team live and work across several 
Indigenous territories of present-day Canada. These reports were prepared by Annalise Kennedy, Amanda Buchnea, Leah Levac, and 
Olivia Flegg. They were reviewed by Sylvia Moore and Darlene Jacque. Tracey Doherty and Petrina Beals also provided valuable 
insights. These reports would not have been possible without the expertise and contributions of Indigenous and settler women in 
Labrador who conceived the wellbeing framework, developed and piloted the survey, helped gather survey data, and participated in 
collaborative analysis sessions. This research was funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council.
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