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// ABSTRACT  ..........................................................................................................................................................................  
This essay (project) focuses on the relationships between Inuit communities, their territory and the built environment. It presents the 
design of a wellness center in Umiujaq whose mission is to contribute to the cultural continuity and social cohesion of the village by 
providing health care spaces in relation to community spaces. 
 
The sedentary lifestyle of the environment imposed to Inuit has direct impacts on their health. One indicator is that northern natives have 
a shorter life expectancy than the rest of Canada. These social upheavals have influenced the current state of community members’ well-
being. In this context, the research-creation process explores the potential of the built environment to support better the community’s 
well-being daily. By modifying the programming of a typical health center, the new wellness center welcomes community uses and 
practices. For example, the addition of community kitchens and covered carving areas helps to encourage cohabitation between sick 
and healthy people in order to blur the perceived effect of an "institutional barrier". The creation of a place not only focused on physical 
cares, but also oriented on well-being meeting the native’s holistic conception of the world.  
	
 
 

A	wellness	center	opened	to	the	village	
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// OBJECTIVES AND CHALLENGES  ......................................................................................................................................  
Three issues were targeted to answer the project’s mission which is identity, accessibility and sharing. Those three issues have oriented 
the conception of the wellness center. The challenge for the identity issues was to allow the appropriation of the therapeutic environment 
to anchor the project with the community daily. Regarding the accessibility, the objective was to encourage the population to benefit of 
the place by attenuating the perceived effect of an "institutional barrier". Finally, for the sharing notion, the goal was to offer transition 
spaces which encourage spontaneous meeting to establish dialogue between users.  
 
Another challenge arose during the project after interviews with some workers. In fact, there is some discomfort in the villages to use 
care services. In fact, a social worker from the Inuulitsivik health center (Maude Gagnon, personal consultation, February 21, 2019) 
mentioned that culturally, these communities lived in a survival mode, that is to say that the weakest were side. Today, contemporary 
services can heal those who need it, but they are often put aside because of cultural habits. Confidentiality is therefore expressed as a 
major issue in the composition of the project. 
 
// CONTEXT AND COLLABORATORS  ....................................................................................................................................  
The project takes place with the objective of the research group imagining and conceiving, because the final goal of the essay (project) 
is to propose an architectural project. In order to get as close as possible to the needs of the local population, some local workers were 
questioned. First, Martin Lévesque (Project Manager for KRG) was contacted and responded to e-mail enquiries regarding the current 
status and use of buildings in Umiujaq. Then, Maude Gagnon (social worker for the Inuulitsivik health center) was contacted by telephone 
to answer questions about the community’s well-being state, resources available. Finally, Jean-Philippe Bérubé Gagnon (social worker 
for the Inuulitsivik health center in Umiujaq) was also contacted by telephone to explain his work and to draw a portrait of the current 
situation.  
 
// RESULTS AND SOLUTIONS  ................................................................................................................................................  
Since the project was not being presented to the community, it is not possible to know if the project fits exactly with their expectations. At 
least, the contacts made during the session, such as with a construction project manager and social workers, allowed to get as close as 
possible to the Nordic reality. Some architectural solutions were explored as strategic leads for developing a programmatic response that 
would help support the well-being of communities. 
 
First, the gathering space has a key role in the project, it is useful for different activities throughout the day and seasons. This central 
core makes possible, among other things, to create a climate of trust so that seniors want to share their knowledge. This outdoor space 
seems to be a real need in an environment where the population spends most of their time outdoors while there is currently no such 
space. As for the notion of confidentiality, the use of a combined reception makes it possible to not know why people come to the clinic. 
In addition, despite the fact that the space in front of the patient circulation area is glazed outwards, the filter composed of wooden slats 
allows to make a more confidential zone while preserving the natural light. The slats in front of the entrance make it possible to create a 
protected area sensitive to this confidentiality. The entrance of care spaces is positioned towards the shared space and not directly facing 
the village to help this feeling of confidentiality and encourage the use of the place. Moreover, the entrances in the building from the 
street are made from the public area and not by a building door. Therefore, the place invites the population and reduces the feeling of 
disconnection with the village. 
 
The project is shaped to place the open area near the central core, but is more closed in the exterior. Thereby, the patients are not 
exposed to the entire population, but they can also feel a kind of support by the connection with people who used the meeting space. 
The main circulation within the clinic is therefore positioned in connection with the central core to facilitate visual communication, but with 
keeping in mind the importance of confidentiality. Then, indirect support is provided to the patients needing care. This zone is also 
oversized to introduce a meeting area where the occupants can share their experiences before and after consultations.  
 
The proposed program focuses on relationships between different resources. For example, the addition of services allows to minimize 
the relocation of patient in other villages. In order to achieve this, for physical care, it is proposed to increase the amount of consultation 
rooms, to set up an X-ray room, to add rooms for patients who must remain under medical supervision, as well as isolation rooms. For 
psychological care, the novelty polyvalent group room is an added value. This type of resource does not exist for the moment in small 
villages. However, Inuit experiment many events in group and this reflects their way of living together, enhancing the importance of this 
type of space. In addition, this room could be used by occasional workers who come for helping workshops (addiction, abstinence, drugs). 
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Spaces for practicing traditional medicine have also been included in the program to reach the daily reality of the Inuit. Indeed, social 
support and belonging to the place contribute to better health outcomes. 
 
Finally, the design of the center focuses on architectural qualities to promote and accelerate patient recovery while providing an 
environment that reduces stress. Access to the landscape and natural light in patients' rooms provides the feeling of being cared for 
without having received any treatment. In fact, the links with the environment such as the provision of natural light, external odors and 
views of the landscape affect the physical mechanisms of the body and the functioning of the brain that can give this perception. Also, 
unlike the existing building who face back to the territory, the idea is to turn the project to it. The location of the site, at the top of a cliff 
overlooking a river, allows to maximize the landscape’s view. 
 
In conclusion, the subject allows to explore a different architectural programming for a wellness center in a Nordic context, which supports 
the community aspect. The project aims to focus on resources to improve, in addition to physical conditions, well-being and quality of life, 
while taking into account the Inuit vision of the world. 
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