
The Giiwe Model for Inter-organizational 
Coordination, Learning, and Healing

Western inter-organizational partnerships often resemble “brick 
sensibilities.” Brick sensibilities compartmentalize reality by 
dividing it into bricks that help people organize the world. Bricks 
can be organized according to their type and hierarchies. 
Similarly, relationships among organizations are structured around 
mandates. When facing an issue, brick sensibilities use 
structured procedures for knowing the world’s bricks and 
engineer solutions accordingly. The expectation is that planned 
solutions will generate the desired social effects. Brick 
sensibilities are objective-oriented and prefer fast solutions.

Giiwe is inspired by “root sensibilities” which see relationships
among things as more important than the things themselves. 
Roots are interwoven, which calls for holistic approaches that 
consider all roots. Humans are just one being in Creation that 
relies on all other beings to sustain their lives. Relationships 
among organizations are valued because we need each other 
and Creation to foster collective well-being. When facing an 
issue, knowledge can have practical and metaphorical uses. 
Slow-paced approaches that focus on relationships are 
preferred. Procedures may emerge and be refined organically, 
adjusting to an always-moving reality. Only relationship-
building can create the collective capacities needed to 
imagine shared actions and solutions.

For more information about Giiwe
• Contact Diane Giroux, Giiwe Coordinator, giiwe.home@gmail.com
•Contact Carlos Sanchez, Model Writing, carlos.pimienta@mail.utoronto.ca
• Read our upcoming paper “Giiwe: An Indigenous-led Model for Homelessness Prevention”

The metaphor of bricks and roots2 explains possible differences between Western and Indigenous 
approaches to inter-organizational work. We acknowledge that both Western and Indigenous 
perspectives are internally diverse. As such, the bricks and roots metaphor we offer is not meant 
to describe reality or a specific knowledge system, but to stimulate our thinking about Giiwe 
compared to other inter-organizational collaborative approaches.

How do Western and Indigenous views of reality impact 
inter-organizational work?

Summary

Contributors
Program Leadership: M’Wikwedong Indigenous Friendship Centre
Program Management: Diane Giroux, Giiwe Coordinator, M’Wikwedong
Cultural Guidance: Invited Elders and Knowledge Keepers1
Strategic Guidance: Renee K. Abram, Executive Director, M’Wikwedong
Model Writer: Carlos Sanchez-Pimienta, Dalla Lana School of Public Health, 
University of Toronto

Giiwe (“s/he goes home” in Anishinaabemowin) is a model for improving coordination among 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous organizations. M’Wikwedong Indigenous Friendship Centre 
introduced this model to address Indigenous homelessness prevention in 2018. In 2022, Giiwe’s 
activities connect organizations from Grey County, Bruce County, and Saugeen Ojibway Nation. 
Giiwe involves hosting in-person meetings that use ceremony, Indigenous knowledges, 
discussion, and follow-up actions to foster adequate relationships for inter-organizational 
collaboration. Giiwe has successfully improved coordination among a network of over 20 
organizations. To convey the model’s specificity, we map how Western and Indigenous views of 
reality impact inter-organizational work using a metaphor about bricks and roots. Giiwe’s success 
exemplifies the potential benefits of uplifting Indigenous approaches to inter-organizational 
collaboration. This model is relevant to policy and practice contexts that require partnerships 
among Indigenous and non-Indigenous organizations, such as Reaching Home, Canada’s 
national homelessness strategy. 

Who is this model for?
M’Wikwedong shares this model with anyone interested 
in Indigenous leadership in inter-organization 
coordination. Indigenous organizations are welcome to 
adapt this model to their contexts and knowledge 
traditions, including renaming the model. 

How does Giiwe work? 
Indigenous leadership is at the core of the Giiwe model. Giiwe’s 
main activity is hosting ongoing meetings called “Giiwe Circles” of 
about two hours each. Giiwe Circles take place monthly, bi-monthly, 
or quarterly. Staff, Managers, and Directors of relevant 
organizations are invited to attend. 

Invited Indigenous Elders or Knowledge Keepers facilitate the 
aspects of the Giiwe Circle that involve traditional knowledge. Our 
guests may come from Saugeen Ojibway Nation, and other First 
Nations, Métis, or Inuit groups. Giiwe also invites speakers that 
share their knowledge from personal or professional experiences.

Giiwe uses a gentle, slow-paced approach creating a non-
judgemental space where people can gather to ask questions and 
learn from each other. Participants sit in a circle to do the actions 
represented in Figure 1, which should be read clockwise starting in 
the yellow quadrant. 

What has Giiwe achieved?
• Indigenous leadership in inter-organizational collaboration. Since 2018, M’Wikwedong 
has played a greater leadership role in regional inter-organizational collaboration. Giiwe has 
contributed to addressing Indigenous-specific priorities among organizations.
• Increased awareness about Indigenous history, knowledges, priorities, and practices. 
Considering the normalization of Western worldviews, Giiwe prioritizes making space for 
Indigenous speakers to uplift their knowledges and collaboration approaches.
• Improved coordination. Organizations that can play a role in supporting Indigenous 
Peoples are better connected. Participating staff members have reported an increase in the 
uptake of already-existing services by Indigenous community members.
• Healing relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Peoples. Giiwe involves 
about 20 organizations in the social service, health, environmental, and government sectors, 
including Saugeen Ojibway Nation organizations. About 20-60 participants per activity.
• Expanded beyond homelessness. By request of some partner organizations, 
M’Wikwedong has organized meetings using the Giiwe model for sectors like Family Services, 
Community Safety, Social Service Funding, and Community Services. 

It is hard to understand why we need an 
Indigenous-led partnership on homelessness 
and housing if there is already one table about 
that in this area. Is this program duplication?

Indigenous homelessness is not only about a 
lack of housing. It is also about how settler 
colonialism has disrupted connections with 
community, land, and All Our Relations.4
Indigenous leadership is necessary.

Ceremony is needed to honour all of Creation, 
bind participants at a spiritual level, ask for 

guidance for the work to be done, and create 
the conditions for the meeting to be successful. 

Being accustomed to secular collaboration 
approaches, I am more familiar with 

partnerships that work exclusively with human 
knowledge and organize relationships 

according to mandates.

It is confusing when I cannot see a connection 
between the teaching being shared and the 

meeting’s intent. I would feel more comfortable 
with explicit guidance.

It is unkind to tell other people what to do. It is 
the responsibility of the listener to identify how 

a teaching applies to their life. However,
sometimes explicit guidance is helpful too.

Discussions help identify a common viewpoint 
about an issue. The viewpoints deemed to be 
“objective” (more closely related to an external 
phenomenon) will be considered as “the truth.” 
Other views may be dismissed.

Discussions can hold a plurality of truths 
because people’s knowledge is situated, 
insufficient, and interdependent. Creating 
adequate relationships is necessary so that 
we can learn to listen each other’s views.

We should identify priorities for action as soon 
as possible. Through human knowledge, we 
can engineer solutions. We need clear targets 
to measure our progress.

Healing our relationships with each other and 
with all of Creation is a priority. If we do not 
trust, love, and understand each other, it will 
be hard to do something together.

Metaphor caveats
• Our bricks and roots metaphor is based on 

Jimmy et al. who use threads instead of roots.2
• At the edges of Figure 1, we add brick and root 

images to map common responses to each 
element of the Giiwe Circle. 

• Roots and bricks are not meant to represent 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. 
Instead, the metaphor represents orientations
toward knowing and living.

• Brick and root sensibilities may co-exist in 
complex ways in programs, policies, 
communities, and people.

• This poster is written in English, a noun-based 
language aligned with brick sensibilities. Verb-
based languages like Anishinaabemowin may 
be better able to convey root sensibilities.3

Significance
• Giiwe fosters inter-organizational coordination to improve social service access 
for Indigenous Peoples living off-reserve in small city centres surrounded by rural 
areas. This model may not be equally effective in larger urban areas where it may be 
more difficult to nourish person-to-person staff relationships.

• The bricks metaphor allowed us to make visible assumptions about reality, 
knowledge, and collaboration that are often taken for granted in inter-
organizational partnerships. Conversely, the roots metaphor helped us to explain the 
assumptions that ground, Giiwe’s approach model components, and potential 
participant reactions to the model.

• This model may interest funders and policy-makers who encourage partnerships 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous organizations. For example, Giiwe may 
be of interest to organizations participating in Reaching Home. Organizations seeking 
to improve relationships among Indigenous and non-Indigenous organizations in 
their partnerships may also benefit from this model.

1. Since 2018, Giiwe has been advised by former M’Wikwedong Cultural Resources Coordinators–Baminanaangsad (Glenn Trivett) and 
Paul Nadjiwan. Elders and Knowledge Keepers like Shirley John, Richard Assinewai, and Ningwakwe George have also guided Giiwe.

2. Jimmy, E., Andreotti, V., & Stein, S. (2019). Towards Braiding. Musagetes. 
3. Borrows, J. (2018). Earth-bound: Indigenous resurgence and environmental reconciliation. In M. Asch, J. Borrows, & J. Tully (Eds.), 

Resurgence and Reconciliation: Indigenous-Settler Relations and Earth Teachings (pp. 49–81). University of Toronto Press.
4. Thistle, J. A. (2017). Definition of Indigenous homelessness in Canada. Canadian Observatory on Homelessness Press. 

We acknowledge that Giiwe takes place in the Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, the Saugeen Ojibway Nation 
territory. Additionally, we acknowledge the history, spirituality, culture, and stewardship of the Saugeen 
Ojibway and the Three Fires Confederacy, namely the Odawa, Potawatomi, and Ojibway nations. Giiwe 
activities have been funded by multiple sources, including the Poverty Reduction Fund from the 
Province of Ontario, Bruce County, and Grey County. Dr. Jeff Masuda, University of Victoria, oversaw 
Giiwe’s developmental evaluation. Carlos Sanchez-Pimienta is supported by the Vanier Scholarship.

Figure 1. The Giiwe model
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