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Conducting research with Indigenous
peoples poses a number of issues and
challenges beyond the usual framework
of human subjects research. This is true
even for oral history research that may
be exempt from institutional oversight,
and regardless of whether the research
is conducted by non-Indigenous or Indi-
genous researchers. Indigenous peoples
have experienced colonization, cultural
hegemony, and many forms of exploita-
tion, in which they have had little or 
no role in representing their own self-
understandings or world views. They

have had researchers and institutions
conduct research on them from

which the people themselves
have benefited not at all, while
their traditional knowledge has
been exploited for the profits
and advancement of others.

Consequently, guidelines for 
research with Indigenous peoples

have been put into place at natio-
nal, institutional and community 

levels to ensure that such research is
both non-exploitative and not harmful
to the community, and in the hope that
such research will promote Indigenous
values and understandings. The aim of
such guidelines is three-fold. The first
aim is to decolonize research metho-
dologically: to use research methods

that are collaborative and reciprocal 
rather than exploitative and authorita-
tive. The second is to decolonize 
research epistemologically: to un-
derstand Indigenous cultures on their
own terms, via their own worldview, 
without imposing Western knowledge
structures on them. The third is to 
ensure protection of Indigenous 
intellectual properties.

In many countries and institutions, 
regulations governing research with
human subjects are already subject to
policies and guidelines. In the United
States, most research institutions, fun-
ding agencies and federal government
agencies abide by the Federal Policy for
the Protection of Human Subjects, often
referred to as the “Common Rule.”
Under this policy, all human-subjects re-
search must be reviewed and approved
by an Institutional Review Board (IRB).
However, the Common Rule does not
take into account the particular cir-
cumstances regarding Indigenous peo-
ples, nor does it cover certain types of
oral data collection. This essay is one of
many attempts to fill these gaps, and to
provide a general tool for those conduc-
ting any kind of research in Indigenous
settings. It supplements statements of
ethical research produced by disciplinary
organizations such as the American 
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Historical Association, the Oral History
Association, the American Anthropolo-
gical Association, the Association of
American Geographers, and others.

Researchers need to manifest respect,
reciprocity, and mutual benefit wherein
the research (a) is informed by the view-
points of Indigenous peoples involved in
open negotiation; (b) benefits the com-
munity; and (c) results in a product that
is shared with the community, and in
which the community’s participation is
clearly acknowledged. Research with 
Indigenous peoples should be conduc-
ted with foreknowledge of appropriate
protocols and the social, cultural and
even legal pitfalls that may arise. Wor-
king with Indigenous peoples requires
patience, diligence, and personal inte-
grity. It is all about building relations-
hips. Following appropriate protocols
may slow the research timetable consi-
derably, which may clash with research
guidelines and schedules imposed by 
research institutions and funding orga-
nizations. However, it is important that
such institutions come to recognize the
need for appropriate methodology in 
regard to work with Indigenous peoples.

It is also often the case that Indigenous
knowledge does not follow the same
formats and structures as does Western
approaches to knowledge. While it is 
impossible to generalize across all Indi-
genous societies, Indigenous knowledge
tends to be (a) largely oral, manifested
in storytelling, song, dance, ritual, and
ceremony; (b) controlled by the commu-
nities’ rules regarding who has access
to information and when; (c) holistic,

understanding the world as a unified
web of relationships across natural,
human, and spiritual realms; and 
(d) subjective and experiential. Because
these characteristics contrast with the
principles of knowledge derived from
Western scientific method, Indigenous
knowledge has historically been dee-
med non-scientific, and even discounted
as myth or superstition. 

Today it is recognized that Indigenous
knowledge, derived through millennia of
informal observation and experimenta-
tion and transmitted in oral and ritual
forms, constitutes a valid and important
wealth of human knowledge and 
understanding of the world. Contempo-
rary research on Indigenous issues that
engage with Indigenous knowledge and
understandings should seek to promote
and enhance the status of Indigenous
knowledge, and to allow Indigenous
epistemologies to inform new ways of
looking at topics.

The following guidelines are based on a
review of about 25 documents on Indi-
genous research ethics, protocols and
guidelines from the United States, 
Canada, New Zealand and Australia,
and internationally. Many of the docu-
ments share strong consistencies that
we have summarized below. But there
are also variations, and in some cases,
elaboration and details worth exami-
ning. The literature relevant to the peo-
ples with whom one is working is
worthy of attention. This essay, however,
provides a general introduction and
orientation to the major considerations.
A bibliography is included at the end.

In any given research situation, specific
steps should be negotiated between the
researcher(s) and the community. Even
defining what constitutes a “commu-
nity” can be difficult and problematic,
and researchers need to tread mindfully
and respectfully. The guidelines develo-
ped here thus reflect underlying princi-
ples for ethical conduct of which the
lead researcher should be fully know-
ledgeable prior to going into the field,
and which should fully inform the
conduct of that research. They are not
merely intellectual precepts, but guides
to action.

These guidelines are specific to research
in the humanities and social sciences,
and are not sufficient for those wishing
to conduct research in health sciences
or natural-resource exploration. Re-
search conducted by government agen-
cies is further delimited by relevant laws
and regulations. In all cases, researchers
should be informed of and aware of 
applicable laws from all levels of 
government—including those of the 
Indigenous nation itself—that have 
jurisdiction.
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Nine Guidelines
for Research with
Indigenous 
Peoples

INTEGRITY:
Open consultation: All aspects of the
research project, its aims, methodology,
and sponsors should be openly discus-
sed and negotiated with the community
or its representatives before the project
begins. 
Values: Research should be conducted
within the values framework of the 
Indigenous peoples involved, and
should reflect and support those values
rather than reframing them into a Wes-
tern context.
Respect: Cultural protocols and tradi-
tions appropriate to the community, the
local area and the research participants
should be respected.

RESPONSIBILITY:
Consent: Full and informed consent
from those participating in the research
and those affected by it must be secu-
red. Depending on the context, such
consent may be individual or collective,
or both.
Confidentiality: Confidentiality, ano-
nymity and public recognition of parti-
cipants are delicate if not dangerous
matters for many Indigenous peoples,
and must be clearly and carefully nego-
tiated before any project materials are
made public.
Protection: Indigenous knowledge
and the intellectual property of traditio-
nal knowledge holders and Nations
must be safeguarded within the bounds
agreed to in negotiation with the com-
munity.

RECIPROCITY:
Partnership: Research partnerships
with Indigenous individuals, communi-
ties or organizations should be pursued,
to the extent that they are desired. Col-
laborative work in full partnership with
the community is often preferred.
Review: Research participants and
community leaders should have the 
opportunity to review and revise drafts
of the study, and should receive copies
of the final study. They should receive
acknowledgement, fair return and royal-
ties where appropriate.
Benefit-sharing: Every effort must be
made to ensure that benefits flow to 
Indigenous peoples from research, and
that any potential negative impacts are
minimized. 

I. INTEGRITY:
1. Open consultation: All aspects
of the research project, its aims,
methodology, and sponsors should
be openly discussed and negotia-
ted with the community or its 
representatives before the project
begins.

Working with Indigenous communities
is about building relationships. Trust, 
honesty, openness and integrity on the
part of the researcher are essential from
the start. This requires meeting with the
community or its representatives, possi-
bly several times, to negotiate the pro-
ject. That is, coming in with a project
fully framed out and trying to “sell” it to
the community might not work so well.
The community wants to buy-in: to
know what the project is, how it will 
benefit them, its aims and intent, the
methods and people involved, anticipa-
ted outcomes, how the results will be

used (including any spin-off projects), all
sponsors and sources of financial sup-
port, and all personnel and investigators
responsible for the research. This infor-
mation must be conveyed in a clear,
concise and appropriate way. It may
take several times for the information to
be digested, as the community is taking
in a lot at once—especially in cultures
that are more traditional, less exposed
to the ways of Western research, and/or
have lower formal education and lite-
racy rates. They are rightly cautious and
circumspect, and want to be sure they
fully understand the project and its 
potential implications. It is very impor-
tant to allocate the necessary time for
this. A dialogue may result which res-
hapes the study to better suit the needs
and conditions of the community. 

Open consultation should, of course,
take place throughout the entire project
as necessary, not merely at the outset.
Communication should be adapted to
the standards and conditions of the
community and participants, and accord
with their protocols. How do you know
whether the participants really unders-
tand? This process cannot be rushed,
and it can be a good idea to work with
a respected facilitator who is fluent in
the local culture. Appreciate silence, as it
may mean people are figuring things
out. Show humility and respect for their
thoughts.

As with informed-consent processes, the
positive and negative implications and
potential impacts of the research should
be discussed. The community might see
potential impacts of which you are una-
ware. In addition, the people participa-
ting have an absolute right to know, as
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Research in Indigenous settings often
involves a clash of value systems bet-
ween the individualist dominant culture
of private property and competition, and
cultures in which the values of respect,
reciprocity, honesty, kindness, caring and
sharing are commonly held. Indigenous
cultures also have their own appropriate
protocols for engaging with different
members of the community. This can be
tricky to negotiate, so you should do
your homework on this so as to better
conduct your behaviour and your 
research relationships in a manner that
is consistent with the values of the par-
ticipating community. At the same time,
you need to be sensitive to the social,
economic, physical, psychological, and
religious contexts, beliefs and practices
of the people involved. Encroachments
on values and principles that are subtle
or even unintended can violate the trust
that is necessary to conduct research in
the community.

Ideally, Indigenous values should be
acknowledged by incorporating them
into the research design and methodo-
logy of a project, rather than using Wes-
tern terms and constructs to define the
project. Best to ensure that relevant 
aspects of Indigenous worldviews are
understood, acknowledged and upheld.
One way to accomplish this is to include
Indigenous perspectives in the final
study. Acknowledging and respecting 
Indigenous knowledge systems and pro-
cesses is not only a matter of courtesy
but also recognition that such know-
ledge can make a significant contribu-
tion to the research process and results.

3. Respect: Cultural protocols and
traditions appropriate to the 
community, the local area and the
research participants should be
respected.

Respect is fundamental to the relations-
hip between the researcher and the
community. Not only respect for the
people, but also for the ancestors, the
land, the other nations of beings, and
the generations to come.  All of that
constitutes the community.

Many Indigenous jurisdictions have 
established research protocols that they
expect researchers to follow. These 
include protocols for establishing rela-
tionships and for sharing knowledge.
Researchers should familiarize them-
selves with these and follow local cultu-
ral protocols and traditions. 

Contrary to Western scientific notions of
unrestricted access to information, in 
Indigenous communities receiving cer-
tain knowledge is a privilege rather than
a right. Hence it is important not to 
approach research in Native communi-
ties as a process of “mining data.” 
Researchers must at all times be
conscious of their responsibility for the
information they receive, as that infor-
mation is the property of the community
and its members, and shared only for
specific purposes. This differs from the
Western academic approach of putting
knowledge out into the public sphere. 
A collaborative research method can 
ensure that this guideline is followed.
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far as can be anticipated, what will 
become of the information they have
volunteered as well as its possible uses
and applications. If the community has
no research board, it is advisable 
to have the community’s political and
spiritual leadership review and approve
the research proposal. 

Sponsorship in particular can be a major
issue: it is not uncommon for a commu-
nity to be opposed to work that has
been sponsored by a particular organi-
zation because of the organization’s
past history, political stance, etc. It is
very much to the researcher’s benefit to
make sure that all of this information is
well understood in advance. Similarly, it
is important in the initial consultation
stage to delineate who will own the 
raw data and the end result of the 
research—from community ownership
of materials to copyrighted academic
papers—and whether any royalties 
derived from the research will be shared
with or given to the community.

Negotiating a research project can take
months or even a year, after which the
researchers will work closely with com-
munity members. Researchers should
understand that these relationships do
not end once the study is completed.

2. Values: Research should be
conducted within the values fra-
mework of the Indigenous peoples
involved, and should reflect and
support those values rather than
reframing them into a Western
context.



In this vein, the researcher should be 
especially cautious in regard to collec-
ting sensitive data, and avoid pursuing
“restricted” data or subjects. People
have the right to retain certain cultural
knowledge as secret or sacred, and 
researchers should never try to overstep
that boundary once it has been made
clear. It is up to the community to 
decide what they are and are not wil-
ling to share, and this decision should
be respected at all times. Information
pertaining to traditional medicines, 
ceremonies, songs, rituals and other 
sacred cultural traditions is particularly
sensitive, and in some cases there is
gender-specific knowledge as well that
is inappropriate to share with anyone of
the opposite gender. When such know-
ledge is shared in the course of a study,
there must be open and clear discus-
sions about the extent to which such
knowledge can be shared outside the
community. You need to strictly observe
any limitations imposed.

Using cameras and recording devices—
capturing images and voices—can also
be a sensitive issue, and you should seek
permission first. The informants should
understand clearly what you plan to do
with the pictures or recordings. Publi-
shing pictures of people without their
permission can be offensive. Additio-
nally, participants may be concerned
about how their recorded voices will be
used, and may not want such recordings
archived. In some cases, Indigenous
communities may confiscate recording
devices if they are abused.

You must at all times bear in mind that
you have earned the privilege of recei-
ving any knowledge that has been sha-

red with you, and that responsibility for
the use of the knowledge comes with
that privilege. It is not a commodity, it is
a trust.

II. PROTECTION:
4. Consent: Full and informed
consent from those participating
in the research or those affected
by it must be secured. Depending
on the context, such consent may
be individual or collective, or both.

The principle of “informed consent”
should be practiced regardless of whe-
ther the study constitutes “research”
under IRB standards. All participants
should be fully informed that they are
involved in a research study before the
study begins. Informed consent is a fun-
damental principle of the Common Rule
and is monitored by IRBs. In the United
States, informed-consent principles are
clearly stated in the Common Rule (see
http://ohsr.od.nih.gov/info/sheet6.html).
Informed Consent is an important prin-
ciple, not just a legal requirement. Such
consent should be confirmed before the
research commences and, if necessary
or advisable, reaffirmed on an ongoing
basis. 

The consent of the Indigenous jurisdic-
tion or collectivity may be required. 
Depending upon the context, there may
be a readily identifiable governing body
(e.g. Band Council, Tribal or Nation
Council, Metis Settlement Council, 
organization board of directors) that is
the natural point of contact for collec-
tive permission to undertake research.
Where there are no identifiable persons
or groups, then an Indigenous mentor
or advisory group might be established

for cases where community information
or knowledge is cited. 

As with the principle of open consulta-
tion, making sure that the community
and participants are truly informed and
really understand what they are getting
into may take time. A once-only state-
ment or document may serve Western
academic or legal requirements, but
does not necessarily mean that consent
has been either given or informed, 
especially in the case of more traditio-
nal peoples who operate under a diffe-
rent set of principles. See Tindana et al.
(2006) and Miller et al. (2007) for case
studies of obtaining informed consent in
traditional settings.

The researcher should determine what
the conditions of the informed consent
will be, but leave latitude for those who
agree to some conditions but not others.
Signed informed-consent forms are use-
ful, but researchers should be aware
that Indigenous peoples can be sceptical
about signing forms, and it is essential
to build a relationship of openness and
trust. Recording verbal consent is ano-
ther option.

The process of informed consent may 
include traditional protocols such as the
presentation of tobacco to Elders or
other practices that are appropriate in
the tradition of those agreeing to parti-
cipate in the research. Traditional know-
ledge holders should be approached in
culturally appropriate manners. At the
same time, the informed-consent pro-
cess can be presented as a matter of the
researcher’s own cultural protocol. Just
as the researcher is asked to respect and
participate in the protocols of the com-
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munity, so in turn the researcher can ask
community members to respect the pro-
tocols of the academic world.

Where children are involved in the 
research, special attention should be
given to ensuring that appropriate
consent is obtained, including that of a
parent or guardian and of other parties
where appropriate; and where practical,
of the children themselves. Research
with children receives special considera-
tion from the IRB approving the 
research.

In keeping with collaborative methods, it
is strongly advised that research partici-
pants have the opportunity to check
transcripts for accuracy and approve the
use of quoted material before it appears
in the research products. While not 
necessarily recognized as such, they are
in effect, co-authors.

5. Confidentiality: Confidentiality,
anonymity and public recognition
of participants are delicate if not
dangerous matters for many Indi-
genous peoples, and must be
clearly and carefully negotiated
before any project materials are
made public.

The degree to which participants will be
identified in the study and its related
materials (including records, tapes and
transcripts) or their words made availa-
ble to other persons must be clearly 
negotiated as part of establishing infor-
med consent. This includes three areas:
confidentiality (control over publication
or release of their statements to other
persons), anonymity (whether or not
they can or will be identified as the
sources of information) and recognition

(whether or not they will be identified
as participating in or facilitating the
study).  

Decisions on these matters should be
made in consultation with the indivi-
duals to ensure that the individual will
not be jeopardized in any way through
public acknowledgement of their contri-
bution to the research. 

In politically volatile situations, even
simple oral-history gathering can 
endanger peoples’ lives. Therefore it is
essential that the researchers work clo-
sely with Indigenous advisors to deter-
mine where and how any such material
will be made public, and what levels of
privacy and confidentiality need to be
ensured.

In the case of historical studies involving
archival or documentary materials, res-
pect should be shown to the relatives
and descendants and communities who
may be affected by the research. The re-
searcher should determine where iden-
tities may be disguised or where
consultation with various parties may be
needed.

6. Protection: Indigenous know-
ledge and the intellectual property
of traditional knowledge holders
and Nations must be safeguarded
within the bounds agreed to in 
negotiation with the community.

Past negative experiences with resear-
chers have created understandable
concerns regarding the protection of 
Indigenous knowledge and traditional

intellectual property. How these will be
protected should be discussed with 
research participants and Indigenous 
jurisdictions as part of the preliminary
discussions regarding the research.

Regardless of the copyright of the 
published results, acknowledgement
should be carefully undertaken to 
ensure that the intellectual property of
Indigenous communities, Nations and
traditional knowledge holders are
shown the appropriate respect and 
afforded protection. Indigenous know-
ledge does not become the property of
the researcher, and if third-party per-
mission is requested of the researcher
for further use of the materials produ-
ced, the researcher should refer that
question to the person or community
from whom that information originated.

In communities where research proto-
cols have already been established, such
protocols will likely address issues
such as ownership of data,
use of research materials
and publication issues.
As part of their preli-
minary research, re-
searchers should
determine whe-
ther there are
local protocols
that relate to
their research.

66

T
O

O
L

B
O

X
 O

N
 T

H
E

 R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

 P
R

IN
C

IP
L

E
S

 I
N

 A
N

 A
B

O
R

IG
IN

A
L

 C
O

N
T

E
X

T
 



If there is no local research protocol, 
researchers should establish a research
agreement with the community. This 
ensures that the principle of openness
is adhered to, and that guidelines for the
ownership and use of information are
clearly delineated. 

Information provided by participants is
their intellectual property, and they have
the absolute right to exercise control
over the use of the information they
have volunteered. This includes the right
to restrict access to it, or to withdraw
part or all of the information from the
actual research project findings. It is the
researcher’s responsibility to clarify with
research participants how this control
might be exercised. 

The researcher must ensure the protec-
tion of Indigenous participants and 
Indigenous resources in the research
process, including (as far as possible)

protection from any negative 
impact that might result from

the findings of the project
being made public. This

may include placing a
moratorium on the

research material
for an agreed 
period of time
or on keeping
certain material
confidential.

III. RECIPROCITY
7. Partnership: Research partner-
ships with Indigenous individuals,
communities or organizations
should be pursued, to the extent
that they are desired. Collabora-
tive work in full partnership with
the community is often preferred.

Using a collaborative approach, such 
as Community-Based Participatory 
Research (CBPR), ensures that the view-
points and perspectives of the commu-
nity or participants are fully integrated
into every aspect of the project. 
Research partnerships ought to be 
developed in a way that meets the
needs of both parties. The hiring and
training of community members for the
research project can further the transfer
of knowledge skills to that community.
As part of a collaborative process, the
researcher would take responsibility for
sharing and co-developing research
skills with research participants. 

Most importantly, partnership and col-
laborative methods serve to ensure
many of the other principles listed here:
open consultation, incorporation of 
Indigenous values, and that relations-
hips are conducted with respect. Colla-
boration gives the community a sense
of ownership in the project and helps
ensure that the community benefits.

8. Review: Research participants
and community leaders should
have the opportunity to review
and revise drafts of the study, and
should receive copies of the final
study. They should receive ack-
nowledgement, fair return and
royalties where appropriate.

Research participants, traditional know-
ledge holders and Indigenous jurisdic-
tions should be afforded the opportunity
to review proposed uses of Indigenous
or traditional knowledge they have sha-
red, and they have the right to decide
whether their knowledge will be inclu-
ded in the final product. Before any form
of distribution or publication takes
place, the results and outcomes of any
research based on materials contributed
by Indigenous individuals or groups
should be presented in draft form to
those participants, and/or to the com-
munity’s leaders or research advisory
board. 

It is important that the participants and
the community leadership have the 
opportunity to comment on and provide
feedback on interpretations of data, to
review transcripts of their words and in-
terpretations to confirm that any words
attributed to them reflect their meaning,
and to ensure that sensitive or inappro-
priate information is not published. Par-
ticipants should have the right of veto
or censure over their contributions. 
Revisions to draft materials should be
made that respect the feedback given.
This ensures the integrity of the final
product and protects the intellectual
property of the community. 

Where possible, it is recommended that
the research findings be presented at
community forums as well as in written
and/or visual forms, particularly to those
who provided the basis for the research
findings. Non-technical language and
easily understandable formats should be
used as much as possible to convey the
results.
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In some instances, translation into Indi-
genous languages may be necessary 
to ensure that those affected by the 
research have access to the results. 
Publication of the research findings in
Indigenous forums (in addition to other
venues) is strongly encouraged.

A summary of the final research report
should be made available to any indivi-
dual or group who provided information
used in the final research report, and 
copies of the published study should be
provided to the community. 

Benefit-sharing: Every effort must
be made to ensure that benefits
flow to Indigenous peoples from
research, and that any potential
negative impacts are minimized.

Before undertaking research with an In-
digenous community—or for that mat-
ter, with anyone—it is always good to
ask yourself, “Who does this benefit?” If
the research does not benefit the com-
munity, but perhaps only uses them to
achieve some other end, then the pro-
ject should be reconsidered. Whether
the research is community-based, lite-
rary, philosophical or historical, it should
at the minimum to do no harm. But bet-
ter, it should make a positive contribu-
tion to the needs, aims and aspirations
as defined by the participating Indige-
nous community and should lead to the
enhancement of the lives of its mem-
bers. Research might be directly useful
to an Indigenous jurisdiction or to indi-
viduals, or it may be beneficial by pus-
hing the boundaries of Indigenous
scholarship, or by contributing to scho-

larship in a more general sense. In all
cases, the research ought to make a 
positive contribution to the lives of Indi-
genous peoples and/or to Indigenous or
general scholarship, while doing no
harm. And for the most part, it will be
the community that decides what bene-
fit they want from the project.

Where possible and appropriate, fair 
return should be given for participants’
help and services, which should be ack-
nowledged in the final output. The
contribution of any individual or group
consulted should be acknowledged in
the final research report, while recogni-
zing that any individuals or groups 
taking part in the research have a right
to remain anonymous. 

If the information gathered will be used
for any commercial purpose, a formal
agreement should be made that consi-
ders the protection of the Indigenous
community’s and individuals’ cultural
and intellectual property as well as
rights-in-data, and for any royalties to
be derived from the study.

Beyond these formal types of benefits,
researchers might want to engage in
other acts of reciprocity (gifts, money,
aid, etc.), with the people who have fa-
cilitated or contributed to their work,
and possibly fed them as well. Recipro-
city is a normal part of most Indigenous
cultures, and it is good to participate in
it by giving something back. At the same
time, one must be mindful of cultural
protocols and relations within the com-
munity, so that such gifts do not cause
problems.
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Indigenous Research
Protocol Links and Do-
cuments
The following materials are organized
geographically, as certain issues are spe-
cific to certain countries. However, all of
these documents assist the researcher
in gaining a deeper understanding of
the legal and ethical issues. 
Note: the interchangeable terms “Indi-
genous,” “Aboriginal,” “Native,” “In-
dian,” and “First Nations” (or, “First
Peoples”) are used by different coun-
tries and different organizations.

World:
World Intellectual Property Organiza-
tion. “WIPO and Indigenous Peoples.”
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publi-
cations/GuideIPleaflet12en.pdf. 

Indigenous Peoples Council on Biocolo-
nialism (IPCB). “Indigenous Research
Protection Act.” 
http://www.ipcb.org/publications/po-
licy/files/irpa.html. 

UN Commission on Human Rights, Wor-
king Group on Indigenous Populations.
“The Mataatua Declaration on Cultural
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