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A B S T R A C T

Narratives are used to make sense of the world, to understand complex challenges and to imagine change. 
Inequity and unequal power structures are understood to be the root causes of disasters, but dominant narratives 
frame climate change as an ‘externalised’ threat and propose technocratic approaches to defending the status 
quo. This distracts from solutions that address the root causes of disaster. In Inuit Nunangat, social determinants 
of health include ongoing colonialism and policy, shaping Inuit experiences of climate change. This paper reports 
the results of a narrative analysis of Canadian governmental climate and health policy documents relevant to 
Inuit Nunangat between 2015 and 2021. Narratives are deconstructed and common narratives are identified, 
drawing from Burke’s Dramatistic Pentad. The dominant narrative identified focuses on knowledge, techno
logical innovation and resilience, externalising the threat of climate change and proposing solutions that leverage 
knowledge and innovation. A second narrative highlights collective responsibility and partnership, identifying 
inequity as a driver of harm but not engaging with power relations when detailing solutions. A third narrative, 
present in fewer documents, centres sovereignty and relationships, identifies inequities and colonial policy as 
drivers of harm in the context of climate change, and proposes solutions that address root causes and further 
Indigenous sovereignty. How we tell the ‘story’ of climate change determines how we act and adapt. If dominant 
policy narratives distract from addressing the root causes of harm, inequities and violence will be perpetuated 
through inappropriate actions and missed opportunities. Narratives identified in this analysis offer other ways of 
telling this story.

1. Introduction

Disasters are the outcome of social, political, and economic condi
tions and processes (Hewitt, 1983; O’Brien et al., 2007; Oliver-Smith, 
2019a; Oliver-Smith, 2019b), and research increasingly points to the 
relevance of this understanding of disasters for action to protect human, 
and more-than-human, health in the context of climate change (Kelman 
et al., 2016, 2017; Mercer, 2010; Todd, 2017). As Zoe Todd (2017, 
p107) points out, it is not a hazard that is violent, but the “machinations 
of human political-ideological entanglements”. The structural nature of 

disasters and climate change (meaning the ways that they are associated 
with the political, social and economic structures of society) are high
lighted in frameworks including the ‘root causes of disaster’ (Oliver- 
Smith et al., 2016) and the ‘social determinants of health’ (Marmot et al., 
2008). Indigenous scholarship has further emphasised the need to centre 
the relational in understanding the root causes of disaster (Howitt, 2020; 
Todd, 2017). These understandings not only provide conceptual guid
ance for research into these processes, but they also provide narratives 
that highlight how inequity, oppression and colonialism shape the 
health and ill-health of people, whether in the context of crises or not. 
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They illustrate how disasters reveal failures in governance, and in 
particular, colonial governance (Howitt, 2020).

Narratives are accounts of series of actions and events that unfold 
over time (Bruner, 2004; Mroz et al., 2021). They are “world-making” 
(Bruner, 2004), and a tool through which social actors “interpret, 
navigate, and (re)constitute the social world” (Edgell et al., 2016; Fou
cault, 1972). They are “multimdimensional purposive commication” 
(Herman et al., 2012). They can powerfully draw together diverse 
events, processes and experiences of human life into unified, goal- 
directed processes (Polkinghorne, 1995) and are thus particularly 
important for shaping our understanding of the ongoing challenges 
facing humanity, including disasters and climate change (Mroz et al., 
2021). Feminist approaches to narrative have highlighted that “patri
archal arrangements still govern Western culture and institutions” 
(Herman et al., 2012). Therefore, examining narratives is one way to 
interpret the social world and these power processes (Vincent 2000) and 
to make visible “that which has already shaped our consciousness” 
(Wong and Breheny, 2018, p246).

Policy-making is a particularly powerful discursive space responsible 
for creating shared meaning around these challenges through the 
framing of problems that need responding to and relevant solutions 
(Feindt & Oels, 2005; Hajer & Versteeg, 2005; Iannantuono & Eyles, 
1999). Policy-making is thus a fundamentally narrative process (Fischer 
& Forester, 1993; Mroz et al., 2021). However, policymaking is also a 
space characterised by significant power imbalances and exclusions 
(Lindroth and Sinevaara-Niskanen, 2017). Therefore, critically ana
lysing narratives within policy documents can illuminate how these 
power imbalances might be playing out in the discourses that emerge 
from the process, or “the ways in which the elements of any narrative… 
are shaped in the service of larger ends” (Barkin and Gurevitch, 1987, 
p3).

The narrative(s) contained within any one policy document do not 
necessarily equate directly to, or dictate, the specific actions and out
comes of the policy, as the document is only the visible part of a policy- 
making process that is complex, negotiated, changing and often occur
ring behind closed doors (Naess et al., 2011). However, the policy 
document is the aspect of policy-making that is most visible to most 
people, and the narratives contained within it will collectively have a 
powerful role in shaping collective understanding of the issue and its 
solutions (Roe, 1994). Therefore, even if policy actions differ in reality 
from policy documents, the narrative(s) within policy documents can 
have deep influence over wider policy action and the ways that this 
action is received.

Climate change policy is a highly politicised and contested discursive 
space (Pelling 2011), but global discussions often draw heavily on 
dominant and often unquestioned narratives of adaptation (Mikulewicz, 
2020), which Taylor (2014) argues have become a “common-sense 
default assumption that is now firmly engrained” (p14). Interrogating 
political discourses and narratives of climate change can, therefore, 
“help uncover the specific, often invisible representational mechanisms 
through which adaptation to climate change is molded to fit the 
business-as-usual, neoliberal articulations of local development” 
(Mikulewicz 2020, p5).

Despite a need to centre the root causes and social determinants of 
harm in responses to climate change (Pörtner et al., 2022, Meredith 
et al., 2019) many of these dominant narratives of disaster, climate 
change, and health in policy, media, academia and elsewhere, frame 
climate change as an ‘externalised’ threat to human health and propose 
technocratic approaches to defending the status quo (Cheek & Chmu
tina, 2021; Harcourt et al., 2020; Mikulewicz, 2019). This risks depo
liticising the problem and missing opportunities to propose solutions 
that address the root causes of disaster and ill-health in the context of 
climate change, thus perpetuating inequities and structural violence 
through pursued actions and missed opportunities (Lahsen & Ribot, 
2021; Nixon, 2011). They risk disconnecting narratives from the scales 

of human experience (Howitt, 2020) and erasing Indigenous Peoples’ 
understandings of the deep connections between colonial violence and 
climate change (Whyte, 2018), while simultaneously proposing ‘un
precedented’ solutions such as ‘climate-induced resettlement’ (Whyte 
et al., 2019).

In Arctic North America, rapid climatic change has been met with a 
surge in policy approaches to identify and address the impacts that 
climate change will have on human health, and particularly the health of 
Indigenous Peoples (Austin et al., 2019). This is taking place within a 
context of increased understanding of the role of the environment as a 
determinant of health (Iannantuono & Eyles, 1999). At the same time, 
Canada is reckoning with ongoing colonial legacies and reconciliation is 
also being increasingly incorporated into policy agendas (Qikiqtani 
Truth Commission, 2010; Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada, 2015). The two issues are deeply interlinked, with anthropo
genic climate change being labelled as another manifestation of colo
nialism (Whyte, 2020), and colonialism identified as a key ongoing 
determinant of Indigenous health and root cause of disaster (Faas et al., 
2020; Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, 2014). Therefore, failing to tackle colo
nialism in policy that seeks to address the links between climate change 
and health directly conflicts with goals of Indigenous self-determination 
(ITK, 2019). Nevertheless, across countries, dominant narratives sur
rounding climate change and health are regularly failing to do so. Given 
current goals of reconciliation in Canada, it is particularly important 
that Canadian policy narratives reflect these connections. To our 
knowledge, however, few have attempted to deconstruct government 
policy narratives in Canada that pertain to climate change and health.

In this paper, we identify and characterise policy narratives of 
climate change and health in governmental policy in Canada. We focus 
specifically on policy (federal, provincial, and territorial) that pertains 
to the health of Inuit in Inuit Nunangat (the Inuit homeland in Canada) 
alongside issues of climate change and ask how these narratives engage 
with the social determinants of health and the root causes of disaster for 
Inuit. We begin with a background to this context, before describing the 
narrative policy analysis research approach.

1.1. Background: Indigenous social determinants of health and the root 
causes of disaster

The ‘social determinants of health’ framework highlights how health 
inequities and uneven distribution of harms to health are broadly caused 
by the “unequal distribution of power, income, goods, and services, 
globally and nationally” (Marmot et al., 2008, p1). Societal structures 
cause different people and populations to have different health out
comes based on intersecting identities and oppressions, including 
gender, age, disability, race and others (Hankivsky & Christoffersen, 
2008; López & Gadsden, 2017; McGibbon & McPherson, 2011). Such 
health outcomes can be tangible harms such as physical injury, death, 
ill-health, and mental ill-health. However, they can also include intan
gible forms of loss and harm, such as personal and collective sense of 
identity and culture (Johnson et al., 2021; Lavallee & Poole, 2010; 
Tschakert et al., 2019). Marmot et al (2008) point to the role of policies, 
programmes and politics in creating these conditions.

Importantly, frameworks of the ‘Indigenous Social Determinants of 
Health’ highlight the profound role of oppressive colonial structures 
(including contemporary ideological and political structures) in creating 
these conditions (Reading, 2015). Colonialism, as a form of historic and 
ongoing territorial domination, is characterised by dispossession and 
cultural erasure and produces health disparities and inequities over 
significant periods of time (Thomas et al., 2025). Indigenous Social 
Determinants of Health identified by Indigenous Peoples and organisa
tions, include not only root causes such as income, education, health 
services, gender, age, and disability, but also colonization and associated 
historical and ongoing trauma (Bambra et al., 2010; Chatwood et al., 
2012; Driscoll et al., 2013; Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, 2014). Most 
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importantly, Indigenous Social Determinants of Health centre self- 
determination, Indigenous Knowledges and languages, spirituality, 
and connection to land (Cueva et al., 2021a; Greenwood & de Leeuw, 
2012; Healey, 2018; Redvers, 2020; Tagalik et al., 2018). Individual, 
family, social, cultural, historical, linguistic, and environmental con
texts are all factors that support communities in the Circumpolar North 
to thrive (Cueva et al., 2021b). Inuit health requires that “Inuit are 
empowered to be at the forefront of studying their homeland, and to be 
decision makers in the solutions put forward” (Pfeifer 2020, p266). 
There is also a push to reframe Arctic health determinants, moving away 
from deficit framings of Inuit health (Aldred et al., 2021; Walter & 
Andersen, 2013) and moving towards understanding and supporting 
what makes communities thrive (Healey Akearok et al., 2019). Mean
ingful policy action to address these social determinants of health will 
need to acknowledge and integrate Indigenous Rights and knowledges, 
using strength-based framings to support community-led critical 
research approaches, monitoring and assessment (Cueva et al., 2021a).

Disaster scholars have studied the determinants of health and well- 
being through different frameworks, investigating the ways that these 
same processes that cause harm to health manifest as disasters, histor
ically focusing on rapid-onset crises, but increasingly expanding defi
nitions of disaster to include creeping processes of loss and harm to 
health (Oliver-Smith, 2019a). In disaster research, the ‘social de
terminants’ that create these disasters are referred to as the ‘root causes’ 
of disaster (Bankoff, 2019; Hewitt, 1983; Kelman et al., 2016; Oliver- 
Smith et al., 2017). Feminist contributions to disaster research have 
further pushed for disasters to be conceptualised as the determinants 
and inequities that exist in societies in advance of the ‘events’ that 
trigger emergencies and crises – in other words, the disaster is the 
inequity in society, and is thus linked to social justice and development 
(Ahmad, 2018). In this way, the social determinants of health and the 
root causes of disaster are deeply linked in a number of intersecting 
ways. It is clear that the societal processes of inequity and oppression 
that determine health outcomes in and between populations in an 
ongoing way are the same processes that shape risk of disaster and 
determine harm in the context of disaster. Additionally, the harm and 
inequitable burden of ill-health that is caused by the social determinants 
of health, can themselves be considered a disaster that unfolds in an 
ongoing or creeping way (Ahmad, 2018). Finally, it is also important to 
remember that both the social determinants of health and the root 
causes of disaster represent processes that are forms of structural 
violence and thus both are social justice issues (Ahmad, 2018; Marmot 
et al., 2008; Nader, 1972).

Both the social determinants of health and the root causes of disaster 
have been discussed in the context of climate change adaptation, as 
being key to deconstructing how and why different people and pop
ulations will have different experiences of climate change and will be 
subject to differing harms (Clark et al., 2021; Kelman, 2017). Action to 
protect human health in the context of climate change must, therefore, 
address root causes and social determinants, and adaptation approaches 
that seek to protect the status quo from the ‘external’ threat of climate 
change will miss the point that the greatest source of risk (and that 
which we have most control over) lies within the structures of our so
cieties (Lahsen & Ribot, 2021). Here, given the cross-over between the 
two, we use “root causes” to refer to both the “social determinants of 
health” and the “root causes of disaster”, unless we are referring spe
cifically to one framework. We argue that it is useful to bear both the 
social determinants of health and the root causes of disaster in mind 
when considering adaptation to climate change, as this can bring 
together communities of scholars and policymakers from different dis
ciplines. While the two concepts are sometimes discussed alongside each 
other (Faas et al., 2020) we are not aware of a significant body of 
literature that brings them into conversation. This also means that we 
take an expansive approach to conceptualising “health”, with a partic
ular emphasis on the root causes of wellbeing or ill-health as opposed to 
specific illness or disease.

1.2. Inuit Nunangat

In Inuit Nunangat (the Inuit ‘homeland’ in Canada) there is a diverse 
policy landscape dealing with the human health dimensions of climate 
change (Vogel & Bullock, 2021). Across Canada, discussions are ongoing 
over which institutions, nationally and regionally have accountability 
for tackling the health dimensions of climate change (Austin et al., 2015; 
Clark et al., 2021; Raikes et al., 2022). The Arctic is experiencing rapid 
climate and environmental change and there is rapidly accelerating 
research on the human dimensions of climate change (AMAP, 2017, 
2018). However, it is increasingly apparent that the social determinants 
of health include ongoing colonialism and contemporary policy (Cueva 
et al., 2021a; Greenwood & de Leeuw, 2012; Healey, 2018; Redvers, 
2020; Tagalik et al., 2018). The root causes that need to be tackled in 
adapting to climate change have historically been neglected in govern
mental policy in Canada (Clark et al., 2021; Ford et al., 2014). Critically 
analysing the discourses around root causes present in the diversity of 
Arctic Canada’s policy landscape can shed light on the degree to which 
policy is currently attending to these root causes in proposed solutions 
and adaptation options.

2. Research approach

2.1. Narrative policy analysis

Narratives are accounts of series of actions and events that unfold 
over time (Bruner, 2004; Mroz et al., 2021). Narratives are therefore a 
specific type of discourse, and while discourses can be broadly defined as 
a way of construing aspects of the world, narratives do so through telling 
stories (Burke, 1945; Foucault, 1972; Gee & Handford, 2012). They are 
“world-making” (Bruner, 2004), in that they are a tool through which 
social actors “interpret, navigate, and (re)constitute the social world” 
(Edgell et al., 2016). Discourses of all types are powerful, agenda-setting 
phenomena (Cheek & Chmutina, 2021; Marino & Schweitzer, 2016;
Hajer & Versteeg, 2005), but the power of a narrative is in its ability to 
draw together diverse events, processes and experiences of human life 
into unified, goal-directed processes (Polkinghorne, 1995). Narratives 
can be divided up into various components. For example, Burke’s 
Dramatistic Pentad frames narrative as “concerned above all else with 
purposeful action towards a goal” and proposes five key narrative ele
ments that include the act (what is done), the scene (the context in 
which it is done), the agent (who does it), the agency (how it is done) 
and the purpose or motive (why it is done) (Burke, 1945, 1955).

There is increasing recognition of the value of critically interrogating 
discourses and narratives and the power relations between them.

There is understanding that narratives can be used strategically to 
engender action on climate change (Bushell et al., 2015, 2017). Many 
common narratives have thus far focused on leveraging action on 
mitigation, attempting to frame the problem in such a way that it drives 
this action (Bevan et al., 2020; Bushell et al., 2017). Some have focused 
on reframing the narrative around adaptation from one proposing 
reactive, incremental adjustments to narratives that focus on addressing 
root causes from ‘transformative’ (Ajulo et al., 2020; Gillard et al., 
2016), ‘justice’ (Mattar et al., 2020) and ‘intersectional’ (Amorim-Maia 
et al., 2022) framings. In Arctic North America, however, dominant 
narratives in research, policy and media continue to frame the region as 
being on the ‘front-line’ of climate change, being at heightened risk, as a 
resource frontier (Bravo, 2009; Stoddart & Smith, 2016), some giving 
little attention to Indigenous concerns other than labelling them as 
‘vulnerable’ or ‘resilient’ (Callison, 2017; Cameron, 2012; Hall & 
Sanders, 2015). In contrast, Inuit narratives of climate change are deeply 
intertwined with community, culture, land rights, food sovereignty and 
histories of colonialism, and call for Inuit leadership at the heart of any 
action (Caughey et al., 2022; Harper et al., 2012; ITK, 2019, Meredith 
et al., 2019).

We use narrative analysis to deconstruct the narratives present in 
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governmental policy in Canada surrounding climate change and health. 
There is a diversity of approaches to narrative analysis, and these have 
been used in a variety of contexts (Polkinghorne, 1995; Thornborrow, 
2012). We are interested in “analysis of narratives”, or “paradigmatic 
analysis”, which involves the collection of narratives, their deconstruc
tion into common elements, and creation of taxonomies or categories 
(Polkinghorne, 1995). Deconstruction of narratives in climate change 
discourse can encourage consideration of the ‘framing’ process involved 
in policy (Iannantuono & Eyles, 1999; Roe, 1994), situating it within the 
social and cultural context in which it comes to have meaning (Yanow, 
1993). Narrative analysis seeks to make visible the values and under
lying assumptions involved in the production of policy, and thus the 
power over the authorship of the narrative (Culler, 2014). The ‘meta
narrative’, or overall story that a policy document tells, can reveal the 
powers that shape and determine the process of narrative creation in 
policy (Iannantuono & Eyles, 1999). We apply Burke’s Dramatistic 
Pentad to analyse narratives of climate change and health within Ca
nadian government policy documents, to identify dominant narratives 
and themes. Few analyses of policy narratives have drawn explicitly 
from literary theory in this way (Mroz et al., 2021).

3. Research questions

In this paper we ask: what narratives about climate change and 
health in Inuit Nunangat are being told in governmental policy in 
Canada? Specifically, we analyse the narrative discourses surrounding 
the relationship between climate change and health, challenges or 
problems that are identified, and the ways forward that are present in 
this body of policy. To do so, we review policy documents, defined as “a 
set of ideas or a plan of what to do in particular situations” such as plans, 
reports or strategy documents (Cambridge University Press, N.d.), pro
duced by the Canadian federal and governments, or Inuit regions, and 
which address or discuss human health and climate change side by side. 
We follow Polkinghorne’s (1995) paradigmatic analysis of narrative 
data, to identify narrative elements (the framing of each of the scene, 
act, actor for example), narratives (the common ways in which these 
narrative elements appear together within policy documents), and 
overarching narratives (common metanarratives across policy docu
ments) surrounding the framing of problems and solutions (Burke, 1945, 
1955) (Fig. 1). We then reflect on the ways in which these narratives 
engage with framings of the social determinants of health and the root 
causes of disaster. As we are interested in policy narratives as processes 
that influence wider framings of climate change and health, we focus 
solely on the narratives within the policy documents and do not analyse 
or reflect on the ways in which these policies are enacted (or not).

3.1. Search strategy

We carried out a manual search of the websites of the federal gov
ernment and agencies, and territorial and provincial governments 
encompassed linked to Inuit Nunangat (Newfoundland and Labrador, 
Northwest Territories, Nunavut, Quebec and Yukon), for policy docu
ments of interest (Table S1). In particular, we searched webpages of 
environmental and health departments, agencies and ministries within 

these institutions.
This was followed by web searches in Google using a specific search 

string (Table 1) in order to locate all relevant policy documents that are 
publicly available. For this reason, we did not search databases that are 
not publicly accessible. We followed an approach outline by Furgal 
et al., (2010) and Panic & Ford, (2013) for managing large numbers of 
results returned in web searches. This involved reviewing the first 30 
hits of any search, and then reviewing every other search result until 20 
consecutive results are found to be irrelevant. Results were screened 
using the inclusion criteria in Table 2 and all relevant documents 
identified were downloaded for review.

3.2. Analysis

We analysed narratives within the included policy documents using 
the framework in Table 3, which was developed iteratively and based 
upon the most common and representative narrative elements that 
emerged in the policy documents analysed. Drawing from Burke’s 
‘dramatistic pentad’, narratives within each document were broken 
down into the following narrative elements: ‘scene’, ‘act’ and ‘agent’. 
The ‘scene’ narrative element, which encompassed the framing of the 
problem or challenge, was broken down further into the framing of the 
relationship between climate change and human health, and the framing 
of who or what is particularly vulnerable or at risk. The latter is 
important as it has been shown that the way that vulnerability is framed 
and understood can give rise to very different approaches towards 
adaptation (O’Brien et al., 2007). This framework emerged iteratively 
based upon the key narrative elements within the policy documents. 
Each document was coded qualitatively for the narrative elements in the 
coding frame, and then common sub-themes within each narrative 
element were identified. Finally, summary ‘overarching narratives’ were 
reconstructed to illustrate the ways that these different narrative ele
ments were commonly woven together to create narratives within the 
policy documents. Any one policy documents may not contain one sin
gle, coherent narrative. That is, the different narrative elements within 
the document may not necessarily build directly upon each other and, in 
some cases, they may seem to be in conflict. For example, a document 
may frame the ‘scene’ with a description of how inequality dictates 
experience of climate change but propose an ‘act’ that focuses on the use 
of technology rather than addressing inequality. The purpose of this 
analysis is to deconstruct these narrative elements contained within 
each and all of the policy documents and then to reconstruct these into 
overarching coherent narratives. This then enables us to establish which 
of these are the most dominant narratives, both in terms of frequency of 
occurrence in the policy documents, as well as the power balance be
tween the narratives within the policy documents, such as where one 
narrative silences another. It is important to note that the overarching 
narratives that are identified through this analysis are not necessarily 
arising in their complete form (that is, including all narrative elements) 
within any of the documents.

4. Results

Our search identified 40 policy documents. This included 29 from 

Fig. 1. Illustration of narrative structure based upon Burke’s ’Dramatistic Pentad’.
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federal government and its agencies and 11 from territorial and pro
vincial governments. This also included 22 plans and strategies and 18 
reports (Table S2). Below, we present qualitative summaries of three key 
overarching narratives that emerge from the policy documents. These 
have different levels of dominance in policy and wider discourse.

4.1. Overarching narratives

Fig. 2 summarises the overarching narratives, which are key narra
tives that emerge from the documents. These are based on analysis that 
identified common narrative elements and how they commonly are 
woven together in policy documents to create coherent narratives, 
which is illustrated for each included document in Fig. 3. Below, we 
provide qualitative descriptions of each overarching narrative, followed 
by a discussion of how these overarching narratives exist alongside one 
another in the policy documents. Narratives are powerful in and of 
themselves, and where we refer to a ‘dominant’ narrative it is primarily 
referencing the frequency with which it arises in and across the policy 
documents. However, we will also consider the dominance of the 

narratives over one another.

4.1.1. Overarching narrative one: knowledge, technological innovation and 
resilience

Narrative one is the most frequent narrative to emerge from the 
policy documents. It is present across federal, provincial and territorial 
policy documents, and in all but one of the 40 documents. It is present in 
all four narrative elements in 41 percent of federal documents and 27 
percent of provincial or territorial documents (Fig. 3). It tends to 
dominate (in that it is not accompanied by any other narratives) in the 
‘scene’ narrative element concerned with the relationship between 
climate change and health. This narrative positions climate change as a 
significant, and often direct, driver of harm to human health and to 
communities’ wellbeing. Little detail is given on how climate change is 
directly impacting health, but it is taken as a given that it does and will 
continue to do so. Links between climate change and health include 
impacts of extreme weather events and secondary impacts on social and 
economic systems, including worsening inequities. This narrative places 
primary responsibility on climate change for these impacts to health.

Narrative one describes vulnerability to climate change as a feature 
or characteristic of specific people or groups, primarily linked to social 
characteristics such as gender, age and pre-existing health conditions, or 
based on geographic location: “Certain populations in Canada, such as 
expectant mothers, children, the elderly, and Indigenous communities, 
are more vulnerable” (ECCC, 2021d, p. 19). The most common focus of 
this framing is on Indigenous Peoples: “Indigenous people and other 
residents of the NWT are particularly vulnerable to climate related 
changes since, for generations, they have depended on the land, water 
and wildlife for their livelihood and sustenance” (GNWT, 2019, p. 7). At 
times, this narrative also frames locations as vulnerable in and of 
themselves, for example referring to the ‘climate-sensitive’ North 
(ECCC, 2017b), and coastal regions. ‘Characteristics’ of the location are 
emphasised as affecting the health of people who live there, including 
disproportionate climate change and social factors. This narrative ulti
mately frames this vulnerability as a problem ‘of’ the specific location, 
rather than seeing these circumstances as embedded in broader national 
and historic processes.

Solutions proposed in this narrative build from this framing of risk 
and vulnerability and propose that what is required is greater knowledge 
about climate risks in combination with technological innovation. It 
focuses on ‘knowledge production’ and ‘translation’ as key to adaptation 
to the health impacts of climate change (ECCC, 2020b), and the devel
opment and application of “innovative adaptation technologies” (ECCC, 
2021b) which includes suggestions such as home retrofits, clean trans
port, climate-smart agriculture, and nature-based solutions to minimise 
the direct impacts of climate change on health. Hand in hand with this 
innovation, reduction in emissions and improved air quality are pro
posed as a direct solution to health impacts of pollution and climate 
change. In these documents, there is an overall implication that more or 
better knowledge will lead to adaptation.

In particular, this narrative suggests that leveraging Indigenous 
Knowledge, or bridging or integrating knowledge types offers solutions 
for reducing impact to health: “As the climate continues to change, it is 
important to improve our understanding of how the natural environ
ment is responding, using a combination of Indigenous, local and sci
entific knowledge and ways of knowing, doing and being” (Government 
of Yukon, 2020b, p. 50). This narrative suggests that these solutions will 
build resilience, frequently described as a desirable outcome, though 
often not accompanied by a clear definition. This framing can tend to 
imply individual responsibility, suggesting that the problem is ‘within’ 

Table 1 
Google search strategy.

(“climate change” OR “global warming” OR “climatic change”) AND health AND (Canada OR Canadian OR “gc.ca” OR Nunavut OR “Northwest Territories” OR “Inuvialuit Settlement 
Region” OR ISR OR Nunavik OR Nunatsiavut OR Labrador OR Yukon OR Inuit)

Table 2 
Inclusion Criteria.

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria

English or French language Non-English or French language
Documents or websites produced by 

federal or regional governmental 
agencies, government-established 
research organizations or networks or 
consultants hired by the government (
Austin et al., 2015) and officially agreed 
upon by the Canadian Federal, 
Provincial or Territorial Government

Documents by non-governmental 
organizations, unaffiliated 
institutions, private companies or 
professional associations (Austin et al., 
2015)

Policy, defined as “a set of ideas or a plan of 
what to do in particular situations,” 
(Cambridge University Press, N.d.) 
including plans, reports or strategy 
documents

Peer-reviewed academic research, 
media reports, editorials, meeting or 
conference reports, presentations, 
abstracts, cost-benefit analyses

Documents that are likely to directly 
discuss the intersection of health 
(broadly conceptualised) and climate 
change

Documents that do not discuss the 
intersection of health and climate 
change

With relevance to Inuit (not Arctic Canada) 
(including Northwest Territories, Yukon, 
Nunavut, Quebec (or Nunavik), 
Newfoundland and Labrador (or 
Nunatsiavut)

Focuses on non-Arctic region of 
Canada

Documents produced since 2015 Documents produced prior to 2015

Table 3 
Initial coding frame.

Scene Act Agent

Climate 
Change

Vulnerability / 
Risk

Goal Strategy Responsibility for 
action

How is 
climate 
changed 
framed 
in the 
context 
of 
human 
health?

What 
discourses 
around who is 
at risk, and 
why, are 
present?

What goals 
are outlined 
in the 
document?

What 
solutions or 
strategies 
are 
proposed?

Who is mentioned 
in relation to 
actions and 
responsibilities 
for acting?
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the community in question as opposed to rooted in governmental pol
icies, political economies, and processes of marginalisation.

When describing responsibility for this commitment, this narrative 
highlights the need for ‘strong’ leadership from the federal government 
and its agencies, with its role being framed as to ‘protect and empower’ 
(PHAC, 2017), but responsibility is generally framed as being spread 
across all levels of government: “The Government will also continue to 
encourage all levels of Government to step up and enhance their 
ambition on climate action” (ECCC, 2020a, p. 10) and a need for 
cooperation across multiple levels of government (NRC, 2021). This 
narrative, therefore, identifies a direct link between climate change 
hazards and health.

4.1.2. Overarching narrative two: inequity, collective responsibility and 
partnership

Narrative two is present in 36 of the 40 documents (90 percent), 
including 86 percent of federal policy documents and 100 percent of 
provincial or territorial documents. It is present in three or more 
narrative elements in 24 percent of federal documents and 27 percent of 
provincial or territorial documents. It is most frequently present in the 
‘act’ (solutions) and the ‘agent’ (responsibility) narrative elements, 
though most often accompanied by narrative one in these narrative el
ements. Narrative two suggests that the interaction of climate change 
and social factors results in harm to health, so that climate change is in 
part responsible for the harm in “the interplay between climate change 
and important determinants of health, which can affect adaptive ca
pacity and health equity to influence vulnerability to health impacts” 
(Berry & Schnitter, 2022, p. 9). To address this, narrative two suggests a 

need to work in partnership and collaboration. Proposed partnerships 
often involve the federal government, territorial governments with a 
range of other partners, and are broad and high-level: “We will foster 
partnerships, collaboration, information-sharing and capacity-building 
to empower all governments, organizations, businesses and in
dividuals to take action” (Government of Yukon, 2020b, p. 9). Part
nership is often described such that it seems to become a goal in and of 
itself, as opposed to a means, and it is often not clear what the part
nership sought to achieve beyond the relationship-building process, and 
in relation to climate change and health, or how differing agendas might 
be reconciled.

Frequently, this proposed partnership involves Indigenous Peoples, 
aligned with a general reference in this narrative to the need for 
Indigenous engagement. This involves participatory approaches to 
knowledge production, as well as policy and planning for adaptation. 
For example, “Adaptation planning should involve communities and 
those most affected by climate change. Participation of marginalized 
individuals and communities that already experience a disproportionate 
burden of illness and health inequities, such as Indigenous Peoples and 
racialized populations, is particularly important” (Berry & Schnitter, 
2022, p. 31). Across the documents, there tends to be little detail around 
specific roles and power over the process.

Alongside this, narrative two suggests a need to ‘help’ and ‘support’ 
communities: “to support First Nations and Inuit as they manage the 
health impacts of climate change, such as access to country food, im
pacts of extreme weather events, and mental health impacts of climate 
change on youth“ (ECCC, 2021c, p. 4). Much of this ‘help’ is proposed in 
the form of funding, particularly through funding from federal 

Fig. 2. Three overarching narratives identified in the policy documents.
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Fig. 3. Summary of which narratives are contained in each narrative element of each policy document. Blue represents Narrative one, orange represents Narrative 
two, and yellow represents Narrative three. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of 
this article.)
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government agencies: ”to help communities across Canada better 
manage the risks of natural disasters, the Disaster Mitigation and 
Adaptation Fund continued to support a number of large-scale infra
structure projects in multiple jurisdictions, investing $1.5 billion in 
2019” (ECCC, 2020c, p. ii). The importance of providing ‘protection’ is 
also present in this narrative: “protection of people and culture is of 
paramount importance” (GNWT, 2021, p. 20). The role of government 
and its agencies is emphasised: “ECCC will continue to play a leadership 
role in work with partners to improve air quality and protect Canadians 
from harmful substances in air, water and on land” (ECCC, 2017, p. 2).

Many of these actions are described as being at the ‘community- 
level’, ‘community-based’ or ‘place-based’: “Canada provided $5.95 
million in 2018–2019 to support First Nations and Inuit to undertake 
community-led adaptation projects. These projects address a wide range 
of health and climate change concerns including food security, vulner
ability assessments, access to land and medicines, and mental wellness” 
(ECCC, 2020c, p. 33). Thus, proposed action is contained to this scale, 
targeting issues directly at this level, as opposed to addressing issues at a 
national or policy level.

Action, in this narrative, is seen to be a ‘collective commitment’ and 
‘shared responsibility’, with involvement required by all levels of gov
ernment, Indigenous Peoples, non-governmental organizations, the 
private sector, and individuals (ECCC, 2018). Many responsible in
stitutions were listed, but specific roles are not identified or proposed 
and, as such, no specific responsibilities are proposed. Linking particu
larly with the ‘behaviour change’ and ‘raise awareness’ narratives of the 
‘act’ narrative element, this narrative also suggests that individuals must 
act: “Canadians need to adapt to the changing climate by taking action 
to reduce negative consequences and to take advantage of new oppor
tunities that the changes may bring” (ENRC, 2016, p. 1). Again, these 
narratives offer little detail of what these responsibilities are, including 
no information on how broader actions by governments will facilitate 
individual actions, beyond providing information to individuals.

One distinct responsibility emerging in this narrative is that of 
Indigenous Leadership, with documents describing the position of 
Indigenous Peoples as ‘at the forefront of climate change’ (ECCC, 2020a) 
and having already led “crucial contributions to climate change science 
and knowledge” (ECCC, 2020b, p. 9). The role of Indigenous youth is 
particularly emphasised, and the role of Indigenous women in ongoing 
action is also highlighted. While the need for funding to support these 
adaptation efforts is mentioned, this narrative does not engage with the 
structural barriers to youth participation and engagement, and thus does 
not make explicit the power relations involved in this process.

4.1.3. Overarching narrative three: sovereignty and relationships
Narrative three was present to some degree (in one or more narrative 

elements) in 34 percent of federal policy documents and 55 percent of 
provincial or territorial documents. It arises most frequently in the ‘act’ 
(solution) narrative element, though most often accompanied by nar
ratives one and two in this narrative element. Only one document con
tains narrative three in all narrative elements, and this was produced by 
an Indigenous government (IRC, 2016) (Fig. 3). Narrative three suggests 
that experiences of climate change are negative because of underlying 
social factors and inequities. This may be due to limited access to ser
vices and resources that enable flexibility or adaptability to changing 
environmental conditions, including, in a more acute sense, access to 
health services as well as broader structural factors. Only four docu
ments contain this narrative, but those that do often refer to ‘colonial 
legacies’ as being responsible for negative experiences of climate 
change: “colonial legacies and persistent inequalities make Indigenous 
people living in Yukon especially vulnerable to the impacts of the 
changing environment” (Government of Yukon, 2020a, p. 3).

This narrative places emphasis on the process of risk creation, 
highlighting the role of social determinants and “Structural systems of 
oppression that result in health inequities … underlying drivers of 
vulnerability to climate change” (Berry & Schnitter, 2022, p. 27). This 

narrative reflects the social determinants, power and privilege that 
affect experience of climate change: “Vulnerability to health-related 
climate change impacts is often socially determined… it is important 
to acknowledge issues of privilege associated with the capacity and 
agency to act on climate change. There are systemic barriers that must 
be addressed to enable equal opportunities to act“ (ECCC, 2018, p. 52). 
This narrative shifts the focus to “Structural systems of oppression that 
result in health inequities… Such systems of oppression include racism, 
heteronormativity, and colonialism. The health and well-being of Can
ada’s Indigenous Peoples continues to be affected by Canada’s history of 
systemic racism, colonization, and discrimination. This has included 
forced displacement from traditional territories, residential school ex
periences of abuse and neglect, and the disruption of traditional culture, 
language, and practices” (Berry & Schnitter, 2022, p. 46). This narrative 
focuses on inequalities and structural barriers, demonstrating that nar
ratives can place emphasis on processes and root causes without 
necessitating the labelling of people or peoples as ‘vulnerable’.

Specific issues, such as food insecurity in the context of climate 
change, were discussed in relation to these colonial legacies: “The leg
acies of colonial policies in northern and Indigenous communities in 
Canada have contributed to a reliance on market foods from the south” 
(ECCC, 2021a, p. 32). Colonial processes are also described as root 
causes of other social determinants of ill-health: “Historic and ongoing 
colonial processes imposed new social norms and legal rights… creating 
significant gender inequalities as well as discrimination against gender 
fluidity and homosexuality. In the context of climate change, gender 
intersects with other determinants of health — such as education, race, 
income, and social status — to create unique climate change vulnera
bilities, resiliencies, and lived experiences” (Berry & Schnitter, 2022, p. 
68).

In this narrative, proposed solutions are framed within the broader 
goal of Indigenous sovereignty and reconciliation, in which power shifts 
need to take place and Indigenous priorities need to be advanced: “the 
Government must continue to support co-development, collaboration, 
and Indigenous self-determination… improving food security, commu
nity health, clean energy, resilient infrastructure, and the protection of 
biodiversity” (ECCC, 2020a, p. 68). Equitably addressing the impacts of 
climate change and achieving reconciliation are framed as interdepen
dent goals: “Supporting self-determined climate action is critical to 
advancing Canada’s reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples, as is the 
leadership of Indigenous Peoples to achieve the foundational trans
formations required to address and mitigate the consequences of climate 
change” (Government of Canada, 2021, p. 7). The importance of 
Indigenous sovereignty over land, waters and food is particularly central 
in this narrative: “The ability of Indigenous Peoples to exercise auton
omy over their lands and traditional foods is crucial for redressing the 
colonial narrative of socio-economic marginalization and health dis
parities… This autonomy is embodied in the concept of “food sover
eignty” (Berry & Schnitter, 2022, p. 80).

This process is seen to enable the production of knowledge that en
compasses different kinship systems and relationships to land, and 
which will be produced in more relational ways. Approaches to 
knowledge production are encouraged that “Embrace interdisciplinarity 
to produce science and knowledge that reflect the complexity and in
terconnections inherent in climate change and that encompass different 
kinship systems and relationships with the land” (ECCC, 2020b, p. 7). 
This does not necessarily mean combining knowledge types: “recog
nizing that Indigenous Knowledge is a distinct network of knowledge 
systems that cannot be integrated into western science but that there are 
spaces where the two can co-exist and co-create knowledge” (ECCC, 
2020b, p. 7). The importance of respect in this process is highlighted in 
this narrative.

This narrative also outlines solutions that address the social de
terminants of health, but with a focus not only on direct material con
ditions, but also on regulation and policy instruments, including 
industry, development and colonial environmental governance, that 
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create inequities for Indigenous Peoples. This includes suggestions to 
“Review and amend regulations related to harvesting to make them 
consistent with current environmental realities… improve coordination 
between various regulatory entities, such as the GNWT Department of 
Environmental and Natural Resources and community Hunters’ & 
Trappers’ Associations, so eliminate regulatory inconsistency and 
miscommunication with harvesters… Reduce industrial and cumulative 
impacts that exacerbate harm to threatened species… Secure compen
sation from developers in the event of … damage” (IRC, 2016, p. 18). 
This is suggested to go hand in hand with specific cultural programming, 
providing a clear narrative of what this could look like, including lan
guage resources, cultural committees, on the land learning, elders’ 
centres, counselling and payment schemes for hunters. This narrative 
reflects the entanglement of physical, mental and cultural wellbeing in 
the context of climate change in more nuanced and specific ways than 
many other narratives.

Throughout narrative three, a couple of themes arise. One is the need 
to engender care in all actions designed to address the health dimensions 
of climate change. This includes the importance of “respect and care for 
the people, land, animals and environment,” (IRC, 2016, p. 7). The 
second is a theme of ‘innovation and resourcefulness’, distinct from the 
narratives of technocratic innovation in narrative one, and which de
scribes “Wisely using human, natural and financial resources through 
innovative partnerships and collaboration. This will maximize our 
climate change knowledge and our potential to successfully adapt” (IRC, 
2016, p. 7). This narrative differs in that it centres the sustainable use of 
resources, as opposed to centring the human need, in proposed solutions 
and thus extends respect into ways of relating to such resources.

These themes stretch into the responsibilities reflected in narrative 
three, in which Indigenous leadership is accompanied with power- 
shifting that advances tangible rights over land and resources. In this 
narrative there is space to move beyond the idea that only adaptation 
actions within Indigenous communities should be led by Indigenous 
Peoples, as implied in narrative two, for example. Instead, this narrative 
raises the idea that Indigenous leadership should be extended to 
encompass any action or adaptation that affects Indigenous commu
nities, which could include any adaptations by federal, provincial or 
territorial governments that have national or regional impacts.

4.2. Balance of narratives in policy documents

These three narratives are qualitative summaries of key narrative 
threads running through the policy documents and have been con
structed as part of the analysis, so they often do not exist in their com
plete forms within any one documents. Often, elements of one 
overarching narrative exist alongside others (even within one specific 
narrative element) in any one document (Fig. 3). Narrative one is pre
sent more frequently than all other narratives and is thus dominant in 
terms of how common it is. It is also important to look at the power 
balance of the different narratives within individual policy documents. 
Where an overarching narrative is present throughout the narrative el
ements of a policy document, it presents a more consistent and coherent 
narrative within that document, which has more power than narratives 
that are only present within one narrative element (Mroz et al., 2021). 
For example, within most individual documents, narrative one and two 
occur more regularly and consistently across the different narrative el
ements than narrative three, and this consistency gives them power 
within the overall narrative of any one document. Where narrative three 
is present in individual documents, it is rare for it to be present in all 
narrative elements (Fig. 3). In this way, we can observe narratives one 
and two exerting power over narrative three, which acts to drown it out 
and prevent narrative three from presenting a consistent and coherent 
narrative throughout any one policy document that could challenge 
narratives one and two. An impact of this is that where narrative three 
exists alongside elements of narratives one and two, solutions and pro
posed responsibility tend to be more in line with narrative one.

5. Discussion

Social determinants and root causes are profoundly important in 
shaping peoples’ experience of climate change and health outcomes, and 
policy narratives that do not reflect this in the problem framing can 
collectively move the wider focus of policy action away from addressing 
the underlying causes (Lahsen & Ribot, 2021). We have carried out 
narrative analysis of policy documents, produced by the Canadian fed
eral, provincial and territorial governments and focusing on climate 
change and health. We find that the dominant overarching narrative 
contained within these documents (narrative one) does not engage with 
the social determinants of health and root causes of disaster, and instead 
centres climate change as a driver of health outcomes in the framing of 
the problem (the ‘scene’ narrative element). In particular, it does not 
engage with the role of colonialism in shaping health outcomes in the 
context of climate change. Another common narrative (narrative two) 
acknowledges the role of inequity in unequal experiences of climate 
change, but also does not address the role of colonial legacies or power 
relations. These dominant narratives (narratives one and two) thus tend 
to focus explicitly on human vulnerability to climate change, using 
language that centres people as vulnerable, as opposed to centring the 
processes of inequality and colonialism.

It follows, therefore, that the proposed solutions (the ‘act’ narrative 
element) within these two narratives do not dsecribe addressing the 
social determinants of helath or root causes of disaster. These focus on 
knowledge, innovation and resilience (narrative one) and partnership, 
engagement and funding for community action (narrative two). In both 
of these narratives, there is a lack of clear discussion around if and how 
proposed solutions might address the structural drivers of ill-health in 
the context of climate change and what power shifts will be required. 
Narrative one focuses on solutions that do not challenge the power re
lations of the status quo. The language used in proposed solutions in 
narrative two, however, is more ambiguous, not explicitly proposing 
either power shifts, or actions that reinforce the status quo.

Each of the solutions put forward are described in broad terms, 
which is common in policy due to the ongoing nature of policy negoti
ations and deliberations, and the complex nature of jurisdictional re
sponsibility and autonomy for climate adaptation in Canada, where 
there is still some lack of clarity around how the federal government will 
work with other levels of government (Austin et al., 2015, 2018). In 
narrative two, however, the specific goals that the proposed solutions 
are designed to achieve are not made clear. For example, working in 
partnership is a frequently proposed solution in narrative two. However, 
this narrative does not make clear what the goal of the proposed part
nership is, whether the partnership is a goal in and of itself, and whether 
it would be designed to lead to shifts in power relations between state 
government and Indigenous Peoples.

These narratives therefore include some specific areas of vagueness. 
Vagueness is not necessarily a negative thing, and can represent open
ness to possibility for transformative change, which may make space for 
plural narratives from the multi-stakeholder and rightsholder perspec
tives involved in the policy-making process, of which the ‘policy docu
ment’ only provides a limited snapshot. However, in a context of 
significant power dynamics between different narratives and the context 
of dominant narratives of climate change and health, vagueness can also 
risk concealing certain options for action, and vagueness around re
sponsibility for proposed actions can fail to provide structures of 
accountability (Katz et al., 2020). For example, language around part
nership, could be suggesting partnerships in which power relations are 
truly interrogated, but partnership does not necessarily address power 
relations in and of itself. In the end, therefore, vagueness can risk hiding 
the fact that no meaningful change is being proposed.

Jurisdictionally, it is important that responsibilities and mandates 
around policy-making are clear (Austin et al., 2015). The federal gov
ernment, for example, does not dictate the specifics of what Indigenous 
governments or communities should be doing at a local level to address 
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health in the context of climate change. However, given that calls for 
Indigenous land rights and food sovereignty are well documented, it 
would be possible to maintain this approach within policy narratives 
while also incorporating narratives that call for power shifts necessary 
for this. Dominant narratives emerging in this review suggest that ‘all 
sectors’ or ‘all levels of government’ are responsible for action, which 
does not provide clarity around roles and responsibilities of governance 
in addressing the root causes.

Proposals for Indigenous Leadership in narrative two do appear to 
more closely echo what ITK have called for in the National Inuit Climate 
Change Strategy (ITK, 2019). Indigenous leadership around climate 
change has been demonstrated for decades (Huntington, 1998; ITK, 
2017; Watt-Cloutier, 2015). Such leadership has pointed to the need for 
expanded Indigenous land rights and food sovereignty to address the 
risk of harm in the context of climate change, which will require power 
shifting from federal, provincial and territorial governments to Indige
nous Peoples (Health Canada, 2022; Whyte, 2016). So, it is not clear 
whether narrative two is calling for change that involves shifts in power 
relations, or not. In fact, by not addressing such shifts in power, the 
narratives can conceal the power relations involved in policy making 
and the lack of power shifting in the proposed policy actions.

Ultimately, dominant narratives still frame climate change as the 
main, externalised threat to which people are ‘vulnerable’. This risks 
externalising and depoliticising the impacts of climate change instead of 
highlighting their roots in social inequities and institutions. This means 
that we fail to identify the social and structural processes that put people 
at risk of harm and disaster in the context of climate change, and 
therefore miss the opportunity to tackle the root causes in proposed 
solutions,. Proposed ‘solutions’, therefore, fail to challenge broader 
power structures and drivers such as colonisation, and can lead to the 
adoption of superficial solutions that are likely to perpetuate in
equalities and structural violence because they do not directly target 
structural inequalities (Lahsen & Ribot, 2021). One of the greatest risks 
with the general climate change discourse that is present in much of 
these policy documents is that it can detach the discourse around the 
experience of climate change from histories of colonialism, social justice 
issues and others, and present ‘climate impacts’ in isolation (Howitt, 
2020). Many narratives portray climate change as an unprecedented, 
post-apocalyptic crisis, erasing the dystopic experiences of colonialism 
that Indigenous Peoples have already experienced (Callison, 2014; 
Whyte, 2018).

A theme across narratives one and two is the focus on Indigenous 
Peoples as the ones who need to adapt. This conceals, in this narrative, a 
role for governments in making changes to policy that can remove the 
barriers to Indigenous action at the community level. This ‘responsibil
ising’ is also represented in the ‘agent’ part of dominant narratives, in 
which responsibility is diluted between many governments, with federal 
government needing to display ‘strong leadership’ and placing a large 
emphasis on Indigenous Leadership, without describing what must be 
done at federal level to achieve this. As Howitt (2020) argues, a more 
nuanced approach to scale in these governance narratives is required to 
develop policy that can respond appropriately.

The question remains “how do we challenge the power of the 
dominant and dangerous policy narratives surrounding climate change 
and health?” This paper has been one attempt to do this through 
deconstructing this narrative and holding it alongside others, in 
particular narrative three, to show how more dominant narratives can 
actively conceal those that offer other ways of framing and imagining 
the relationship between climate change and health. Narratives such as 
narrative three have their own power, however, as they exist indepen
dently of, and despite, harmful dominant narratives that conceal colo
nial legacies. Narrative three in particular, reflects the entanglement of 
physical, mental and cultural wellbeing in the context of climate change 
in more nuanced and specific ways than many other narratives around 
solutions. It proposes a narrative around ‘care’, ‘resilience’, ‘innovation’ 

and ‘resourcefulness’, for example, that can challenge the vague and 
often neoliberal use of these terms in the more dominant narrative. The 
fact that this narrative is present in some policy documents around 
climate change and health is a start. Holding space for these notions can 
also mean holding space for hope in the narratives that we tell about 
climate change and health. Kyle Whyte (2018) (referring to the work of 
Grace Dillon (2016b)) highlights how Indigenous stories of persistence 
and flourishing can challenge depoliticised narratives of mere survival.

There is a need to refocus the relational in wider narratives of climate 
change and health, in the understanding of root causes, solutions and 
responsibilities (Howitt, 2020). Howitt (2020) describes how Indige
nous self-determination and self-governance are moderated by re
lationships internal and external to a particular Indigenous group, the 
latter of which can constrain the exercise of governance. As Zoe Todd 
writes, the violation of disaster can be an opportunity to “take stock of 
socio-political, economic and legal-governance responsibilities we hold 
to the lands, waters, fish, beavers, herons and other more-than-human 
beings” (Todd, 2017). These narratives put partnership based on 
“recognition, respect, and explicit commitment to justice” (Howitt et al., 
2012) at their centre. There is also a need for narratives that connect 
past, present and future. Scholars including Stewart-Hariwara, Grace 
Dillon (Dillon, 2016a) and Kyle Whyte (2018) have written of the 
inseparable nature of past, present and future in Indigenous thought, as 
well as more fluid and non-linear ideas of time and narratives. The 
analysis in this paper has drawn primarily from Western literary theory 
based on linear concepts of time and narrative, and thus it is important 
to privilege work on narratives by scholars outside of this tradition, and 
others, to make space for new narrative structures.

Narrative three can provide some insights into the narratives we need 
to platform, both for their own value and to challenge dominant, harmful 
narratives. It is clear that narratives must reflect “sustained resilience, 
survival, adaptation and responsiveness”, the fact that Indigenous Peoples 
have already been through destruction, and that climate change is a 
colonial legacy (Howitt 2020). This challenges both neoliberal, responsi
bilising ‘resilience’ narratives, as well as dominant narratives of impend
ing human destruction and calamity. In doing so, plural narratives need to 
be respected and may offer powerful and ambitious visions of the future, 
where tensions are seen as opportunities for change (Gillard et al., 2016). 
However, ultimately what is needed is greater ‘narrative agency’: “the 
capacity to make choices about the telling of one’s story and impose them 
on, relate with, and ultimately be in the world” (Bieger, 2018, p9), and 
this narrative agency is therefore inextricably entwined with Indigenous 
self-determination. Thus, communities also need to be given a central role 
in policy-making (Bravo, 2009).

This review has focused on governmental policy at federal, territorial 
and provincial scales, but policy is conceptualised, negotiated and 
implemented by many different groups at a range of scales (Tanner & 
Allouche, 2011). We have not analysed the narratives produced by other 
policymaking or policy-influencing groups and institutions that may be 
in conversation with, and responding to, the policy narratives that we 
have identified. Our intention has been to deconstruct the policy nar
ratives produced by some of the institutional spaces that hold the most 
power, but future research should look to these other policy actors and 
influencers to broaden understanding of the diverse policy landscape 
and how policy narratives exist within hierarchies of power. This should 
include analysis of the ways that the dominant narratives identified here 
interact with and are aligned to broader, international policy narratives 
that address these issues, including international governance organisa
tions. Additionally, we have focused specifically on narratives in policy 
documents and not on the actions that have stemmed from these policy 
documents nor the processes of the creation of these documents. Future 
research should explore how the policy making process impacts the 
narratives contained within policies on climate change and health and, 
in turn, the impacts of specific policy narratives on subsequent policy 
action.
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6. Conclusion

Dominant overarching policy narratives in Canada that describe 
health challenges in the context of climate change fail to identify the 
root causes of these problems or suggest solutions to address them. In 
order to centre, in these narratives and proposed solutions, the processes 
that create unequal health impacts in the context of climate change, we 
need to be able to creatively tell and retell the story of climate change, so 
that we can understand and address the harmful structures and pro
cesses that shape health. Where powerful and dominant narratives 
prevail in discourse-setting processes such as policy, concealing more 
nuanced and plural narratives that engage with issues of power, the 
dominant narratives define solutions and constrain our ability to ima
gine other possibilities. This paper has attempted to challenge these 
harmful dominant narratives through deconstructing them and holding 
them alongside narratives that do engage with processes of power. This 
has highlighted problems with these dominant overarching narratives 
and revealed how they can actively conceal those that offer other ways 
of framing and imagining the relationship between climate change and 
health. Narratives surrounding climate change and health need to shift 
to represent Indigenous-defined notions of survival and resourcefulness, 
which highlight the roles of relationality at multiple scales, government 
accountability and reconciliation in pathways forward. This requires 
power shifting towards increased narrative agency for Indigenous 
Peoples.
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Oliver-Smith, A., Alcántara-Ayala, I., Burton, I., Lavell, A., 2016. Forensic Investigations of 
Disasters (FORIN): A Conceptual Framework and Guide to Research. Integrated 
Research on Disaster Risk (IRDR).
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