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During the summer of 2002, we worked on a project exploring issues 
surrounding ethics and research with Aboriginal people. As we reviewed a 
number of articles published in this area, our library and Internet searches 
were accompanied by multiple conversations. Within these conversations we 
often wondered about the written words, words primarily written by aca-
demics, rather than community members. In the written documents, many 
authors identify some of the complexities and ethical issues that are equally 
exciting, frustrating and engaging. Overall, however, there is a dearth of pub-
lished and readily accessible discourse on ethics in the context of research 
and Indigenous communities, perhaps reflecting the early stage of critically 
contemplating the ethical implications of research within Aboriginal com-
munities. 

During the fall of 2002 we took the class From Written Text to Oral 
Tradition at the University of Alberta with Dr. Stan Wilson. Throughout the 
course we often thought about our ethics project and began to recognize the 
origin of our struggles with the project. We returned to our past conversa-
tions and writings with new insights, we wondered about ethical guidelines 
and are no longer certain they provide us with answers or appropriate frame-
works for ethical research. We began to ask: What do Aboriginal communi-
ties perceive to be respectful research? How do they envision the research pro-
cess to be unfolding? How do they conceptualize possibilities of engagement 
with researchers? How do we honour oral traditions? How could we honour 
who people are, and who they are becoming? Although we still do not have 
answers to many of these questions, this paper is the beginning process of 
reviewing some of the relevant literature, and of expressing our own views 
and questions about research, relationships, and possibilities. 

Existing Ethical Guidelines
Some of the most comprehensive ethical guidelines in research are found 

within the policy statements and documents of national and international 
organizations. The issues most commonly addressed regarding communities 
include: consultation, the consent process, involvement in the conduct of 
research, access to data and samples, and dissemination of findings (Weijer 
1999).

How can research be so fragmented and compart-
mentalized? Is the process not much more fluid 
and circular?     
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Specialized documents, which focus on a particular issue, were devel-
oped as the need for increased protection for Indigenous peoples emerged 
(National Aboriginal Health Organization 2002). Arguably, the concerns of 
Indigenous peoples in relation to research are not new and may indeed be 
multiplying for several important reasons. Some of these reasons include: 
increased access to isolated communities; increased knowledge of the poten-
tial negative consequences for Indigenous communities involved in research 
(Lujan 1989, O’Neil et al. 1998, Weijer and Emanuel 2000); increasing com-
plexity of research and the creation of new fields of research; increased par-
ticipation in the political sphere supporting new policy development such as 
the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (Simpson and 
Jackson 1998); increased awareness of the value of intellectual knowledge and 
resources that Indigenous peoples possess (Posey, Dutfield and Plenderleith 
1995); and potential for increased monetary gains for Indigenous peoples re-
garding intellectual property (Battiste 2000, Laird 1999).

Would these problems persist if we paid attention 
to relationships? What if we attempted to listen 
on a deeper level and engaged with others in a re-
spectful way?      

The controversial nature of consent for all participants of research is re-
flected in the vast amount of discourse that exists on the subject and the de-
tailed attention paid to this issue within existing ethical guidelines (Medical 
Research Council of Canada et al. 1998). For Indigenous peoples, the con-
sent process is of paramount concern due to past negative experiences and 
the misappropriation of Indigenous resources (National Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation 2000, O’Neil et al. 1998, Scott and Receveur 1995, Stager 1994). 
Areas of potential concern specific to Indigenous peoples include: differing 
interpretations of confidentiality issues (Ellerby et al. 2000); competing in-
terests within communities or groups (Royal Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples 1993); the role of family and community in individual decision mak-
ing (Gostin 1995); and the need to obtain prior informed consent which 
entails a full disclosure of research reasons, procedures, risks, and implica-
tions before permission is granted by communities or individuals (Piquemal 
2001, Posey and Dutfield 1996). Additional issues of consent for Indigenous 
communities involve emerging concerns in relation to traditional knowledge 



� Pimatisiwin

Shifting from Reading to Questioning: Some Thoughts around Ethics, Research, and Aboriginal Peoples 
A. Letendre, V. Caine

Pimatisiwin: A Journal of Aboriginal and Indigenous Community Health 2(2)

and traditional resources due to the potential for monetary gain (Posey et al. 
1995).

Are any of these different interpretations of con-
sent related to oral cultures, to the multiple ways 
of telling stories and being in the world and un-
derstanding the world around us? Do we not 
have to continuously consent, to be attentive to 
the changing relationship? Can we assume that 
because we talk to each other that we want our 
stories interpreted and taken away to be retold? 

Despite recognition that Aboriginal communities need increased pro-
tection, many ethical guidelines and codes of ethics are based on principles 
that are derived from a common value-base. Yet, the value-base common to 
Aboriginal peoples, which differs from the value-base common to most re-
search scholars, is rarely considered during the exploration and implementa-
tion of ethical issues. 

Who decides on the values on which most research 
is based? How can the values of Aboriginal peoples 
and communities be acknowledged? Are we always 
aware of our own values? How can outsiders un-
derstand the values embedded in oral traditions 
— values that are rarely explicitly stated?   

The following points are a summary of key thoughts around current ethi-
cal guidelines:  
•	 Researchers and scholars rely on ethical review committees, institu-

tional review boards, and other national mechanisms to protect hu-
man subjects during the activities of research. There is an over-reliance 
on published literature and experts by ethical review boards, with little 
direct input from Aboriginal communities. 

•	 There is recognition that a critical review of the processes of institu-
tional and ethics review boards would be useful to determine their 
impact on and relevance to research with Aboriginal peoples. In addi-
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tion, the published discourse on ethical guidelines rarely differentiates 
between the schools of thought on ethics and their impact in relation 
to research with Aboriginal peoples.

•	 The lack of published discourse regarding “Codes of Ethics” may indi-
cate the controversial nature of these documents and reflect the lim-
ited power to ensure ethical conduct that these documents possess. 

•	 The discourse on ethical guidelines and practice needs to move away 
from rhetoric and provide evidence of its application to research with 
Aboriginal peoples. Further, the literature primarily offers critiques of 
existing ethical guidelines with limited sources that focus on relevant 
approaches to research with Aboriginal peoples. 

•	 Researchers and scholars often neglect to recognise the important role 
that developing relationships plays in ensuring protection to Aboriginal 
communities involved in research. As well, researchers generally possess 
a limited understanding of the potential for harm to Aboriginal com-
munities or individuals involved in research.

•	 Researchers often neglect to seek direction from Aboriginal communi-
ties regarding the application of ethical guidelines or conduct. 

•	 Mechanisms to enforce ethical guidelines need to be put in place in 
order to provide Aboriginal communities with recourse in the event of 
misconduct. These mechanisms need to be extended to include issues 
of accountability such as negative consequences to Aboriginal com-
munities. In addition, mechanisms that address issues related to the 
integrity of research, such as results that reflect Aboriginal perspectives, 
need to be developed.

How can we really ensure ethical behaviour by re-
searchers and research participants? If it is based 
upon relationship, can we even have ethical guide-
lines? Who then decides when something has gone 
wrong, when behaviours are harmful and hurtful? 
How do we negotiate this in relationships with 
others? Can we, as researchers, understand the 
other without spending time within Aboriginal 
communities?      
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Challenges to Existing University Ethical 
Guidelines

Acknowledging conflicting arguments in the role that ethical guidelines 
play in the research process and the protection of Aboriginal peoples is im-
portant to ensuring that researchers and communities have all the facts. First, 
there is debate on the practical value that these guidelines possess as mecha-
nisms of enforcement, such as contractual agreements, which are thought to 
be in direct contradiction to Indigenous societies (Hedley 1986). Second, the 
use of ethical codes of conduct may be incompatible with the rules of behav-
iour for many Indigenous peoples, such as the concept of non-interference 
with another individual’s behaviour (Brant 1990). Third, some researchers 
feel that ethical guidelines should not be able to put limits on the acquisition 
of knowledge as long as there is a balance between moral acceptability and 
potential risk (Paula 2001). 

So what limits knowledge? And who then owns 
the knowledge? How too do we acknowledge the 
diversity amongst and between Aboriginal com-
munities?       

Ethical guidelines are often written specifically for researchers and pro-
fessionals, applied rigidly and mistaken for the law (Little 1999). Instead of 
guidelines or codes of ethics for researchers and professionals there needs to 
be recognition that ethics applies to all peoples. Indeed, ethical guidelines 
and decisions made by Ethics Review Boards are more concerned with meet-
ing the needs of the academic and scientific community, than protecting in-
dividuals or communities.

In addition, it has been noted that Ethics Review Boards have limited 
understanding of Aboriginal peoples’ perspectives on the potential risks and 
benefits of particular research. As well, there is no clear and common language 
for ethics reviews on Aboriginal specific issues (Little 1999). Furthermore, 
Young (1995) points out that research ethics often refers to a smaller set of 
issues, which exclude such issues as setting research priorities, ownership and 
control of the research process, and outcome and dissemination. Yet, issues 
that are of main concern within Aboriginal communities are: proper consul-
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tation, community involvement, and ownership of data (Scrimgeour 1993, 
Wax 1991).

Is this the same in every community? Who will 
come forward to claim these concerns? Will ad-
dressing these concerns really resolve the ethical 
issues? Or will other issues surface? How will the 
data be used once ownership is determined? Is 
there value in transmitting the findings orally? 
How will they be talked about amongst commu-
nity members?      

Positioning of Research
Successful research experiences for the Aboriginal community often 

involve a shared partnership of collaboration between the researchers and 
the community. Further, elements of true collaboration include engaging 
with Aboriginal communities to discover potential areas of research, devel-
oping research agreements or contracts that allow for consultation and re-
solve of emerging concerns during all aspects of the research, involvement of 
Aboriginal peoples as co-researchers and co-authors, opportunities to ana-
lyze the data and joint consultation in determining the findings, equal rights 
to the dissemination of findings encompassing all written and oral presenta-
tions, ownership rights to the data and findings, and opportunities to share 
in the responsibility of ethical conduct.

What is true collaboration? By what standards do 
we measure it? Does collaboration mean to give up 
certain values? Or is it about giving up or sharing 
certain rights? Is the concern to gain more knowl-
edge, and who will benefit?    

Research with Aboriginal communities encompasses many chal-
lenges and opportunities. The definitions of community within the litera-
ture are vague and tend to ignore the diversity that exists within and among 
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Aboriginal groups. This often produces results that are too generalized or 
which perpetuate the stereotypes associated with Aboriginal peoples.

How do you break the stereotypes — particular-
ly if people don’t come to listen and be attentive? 
Maybe part of the answer is in oral traditions? 
How do we revitalise them? Do people within 
communities listen to and acknowledge the sto-
ries? How do we know?     

One of the more salient issues discussed to varying degrees within the 
published and accessible literature is the concept of respect. It is clear from a 
review of the published literature that much of the scientific research com-
munity possesses only a limited understanding of the concept of respect in 
relation to Aboriginal peoples. That this level of understanding needs to be 
nourished and encouraged to develop is evident in the lack of discourse that 
details or envelops the attributes of respect towards a culture whose many 
practices and traditions are based on principles of respect. Further discourse, 
which explicates the central role of respect within Aboriginal society, may 
lead to increased mutual understandings of ethical research. 

What is respect? How do we learn it? Do we carry 
the respect with us?     

Consultation with Indigenous communities encompasses all phases 
of research and identifies the following areas of potential concern: the de-
velopment of research areas deemed beneficial by the community (Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 1993); defining the research practice and 
project (Battiste 2000); the need for ongoing communication (Holmes et 
al. 2002); the use of relevant research paradigms (Scott and Receveur 1995), 
and; the development of practices that safeguard the liberty and integrity of 
Indigenous peoples (Greely 1996).

Involvement in the conduct of research is deemed one of the most effec-
tive ways in which to ensure that the rights and perspectives of Indigenous 
communities are acknowledged and valued (Council of Yukon First Nations 
2000). Areas of potential concern include the following: lack of education 
should not prevent community participation (Association of Canadian 
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Universities for Northern Studies 1998); lack of involvement discounts the 
value of Indigenous perspectives (Blanchard et al. 2000); lack of direct input 
from Indigenous communities runs the risk of paternalistic decision making 
and the imposition of euro-centric values on Indigenous perspectives (Battiste 
2000, Grenier 1998); and the transference of skills to Indigenous communities 
should occur as much as possible (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 
1993). As well, limited or no understanding of Indigenous languages changes 
the interpretations of the findings (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 
1993), limited access to data and samples creates the potential for concern in 
relation to ownership of data (Janke 1997), uses of the data which differ from 
the initial reasons for collecting the data, monetary gains for non-Indigenous 
peoples (Simpson and Jackson 1998), and the potential for loss of traditional 
knowledge from Indigenous communities (Battiste 2000).

Where does all this place Aboriginal youths? How 
do they feel about some of the research endeav-
ours? How do they understand respect? Do they 
value oral traditions? How do they come to under-
stand them? What part do they want to play in 
research?       

Dissemination of findings is an area that warrants special consideration 
by researchers (Laird 1999, O’ Neil et al. 1998). Concerns may include appro-
priate patterns and meanings of the findings (Masuzumi and Quirk 1993), 
ownership of data (Simpson and Jackson 1998), publication and copyrights 
(Brown Childs 1998), and First Nations’ worldviews which cannot be applied 
to all First Nations’ communities (McCormick 1998). 

It is also of critical importance to avoid imposing euro-centric values on 
the representations of Aboriginal peoples in relation to research findings. 
Past historical accounts of Indigenous peoples have often placed them in a 
European context with European values (Red Horse et al. 1989), rather than 
in the natural world with their own cultural understandings (Fixico 1998). 

Methodologies
The process of research cannot easily be separated from the methods cho-

sen to address a specific research question (Moewaka Barnes 2000). In as 
much as the relationships between researchers and communities are diverse, 
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methods of research need to reflect diversity, emphasize experience, and be 
able to explore new meanings (Moewaka Barnes 2000). In the past, research 
methodologies have rarely recognized or valued the different or alternative 
ways of knowing which Aboriginal peoples possess and often discount their 
community stories or accounts that reflect these epistemologies. 

What values are reflected in the choice of the re-
search methodology? How does the methodol-
ogy reflect who you are — you as an individual, 
as a member of a family and community, as an 
Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal person? Maybe we 
have to ask, how is relationship reflected in the 
methodology? Maybe it is more — how are the 
multiple ways of relationships and understand-
ings reflected? Can we separate method from 
methodologies, or methodology from being in the 
world?       

Therefore, particularly important is that the methodology chosen is re-
flective and congruent with the cultural norms and values of the community 
(Weaver 1997). Greater autonomy has to be given to Indigenous people and 
multiplicity, rather than scientific rigidity, needs to be attended to by the re-
searcher (Agrawal 1995). For instance, traditional disciplines such as anthro-
pology need to embrace new perspectives and develop new research meth-
odologies (Sillitoe 1998, Elisabetsky 1991). Integrating research-based knowl-
edge with community-based knowledge will not only lead to increased levels 
of success, but also enrich strategies and research methodologies (Moewaka 
Barnes 2000).

Weber-Pillwax (1999) discussed the following key issues which are im-
portant to consider in the development of Indigenous research methodolo-
gies: all forms of life must be respected as being related; research must benefit 
the community; research must be grounded within the reality of lived experi-
ence; Indigenous methodologies must provide the foundation for theoretical 
developments; transformation and process are central elements of research; 
and the integrity of Indigenous peoples or communities must be respected. 
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Throughout any research project the diversity amongst and within Indigenous 
communities must be acknowledged and honoured (Cunningham 2000) 
while the priorities of the community must be central to the research (O’Neil 
et al. 1998). Moreover, research methodologies that reinforce unequal power 
relationships should be avoided.

Does the research benefit the community in ways 
that are meaningful and relevant to the commu-
nity? Thinking about the changes that occur dur-
ing research, are we, as researchers, returning with 
the findings to the community, and do we engage 
in continuous reflection? How do we acknowledge 
that all participants involved in the research have 
changed?       

Regardless of the methodological choice or approach to research, ques-
tions about the motivation of researchers and communities to engage in re-
search need to be addressed. Reasons to undertake the research may include 
the possibility and desirability of change (Moewaka Barnes 2000), to build 
local capacity (Black 2000, Mohatt 1989, Chrisman 1999, Conway et al. 2000), 
to empower communities and individuals (Bishop 1994, St. Denis 1992), or 
to raise consciousness (Kurelek 1992).

How do we acknowledge the diversity within the 
community? Can we hear the voices of the Elders 
and of the youth?      

Researchers need to be aware of the historical, social, and political issues 
affecting Aboriginal communities in order to avoid the continuous victimiza-
tion of Aboriginal peoples and support the development of research meth-
odologies which are liberating (Wright 1988). Furthermore, research endea-
vours should be critically evaluated in an attempt to avoid the assimilation 
of Aboriginal peoples into the larger society and instead to place value on 
indigenous cultural, historical, and social understanding (Alia 1998, Stubben 
1997).
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Are we aware of our agendas and the cultural bag-
gage that we carry with us? What is our obliga-
tion toward honouring other cultures? How can 
we recognize and resist our own assumptions? 

It is important to recognise that the collaborative endeavour must not 
stop with the collection of data; rather, Aboriginal peoples must have access 
to data along with opportunities to interpret and analyse the data (O’Neil et 
al. 1993). Engaging Aboriginal communities in the interpretation and analy-
sis of the data can safeguard against the misrepresentations of Aboriginal cul-
ture (Deloria 1991) and avoid the potential harmful consequences that these 
misrepresentations may pose (Carrese and Rhodes 1995). There is a clear and 
increasing need to truly co-interpret and co-author research findings with 
research participants (Lassiter 2001).

Can we lay our interpretations alongside each 
other? How do we honour the multiple under-
standings — like it is done in oral traditions? Is 
the written text of research able to articulate mul-
tiple understandings?    

Researchers do not have the automatic rights to publication in many 
Aboriginal communities (Miller and Rainow 1997). Aboriginal communities 
are frequently engaging in research in order to gain increased understanding 
and knowledge that will benefit their own communities, rather than just 
the researchers and policy developers (Huntington and Fernandez-Gimenez 
1999), and which will not be used to profit industry (Elisabetsky 1991). In the 
dissemination process, data must be made available to communities in ac-
curate and culturally appropriate forms and communities must have a clear 
understanding of the limitations of research findings (van Holst Pellekaan 
2000). Several authors discussed the challenges and opportunities regard-
ing the dissemination process (Humphrey 2000, Kimberly Aboriginal Health 
Workers 1992). Particularly important is that the knowledge is grounded 
in local, detailed, and culturally specific events (Weaver 1997, Winch and 
Hayward 1999, Ryan and Spence 1978). As well, Aboriginal peoples should be 
entitled to name or identify themselves and their communities (Thomas and 
Jacobs 1999). 
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How do we construct the “other” in the story? 
What stories will be told about us as researchers?

Dissemination strategies however must not only be project specific, 
but should also provide communities with opportunities to learn about 
Indigenous and other ways of knowing (Hooley 2000). Additional avenues for 
the dissemination of research information may be accessed through schools, 
local libraries or other accessible depositories (Arctic Research Consortium of 
the USA 1998, Hooley 2000, Wax 1991). It is also important that the knowl-
edge gained is integrated into community planning activities (Haeusler 
1995), supports communities in land claims and other court cases (Hoare 
et al. 1993), and is capable of communicating Aboriginal issues to the gov-
ernment (McNab 1986). Moreover, adequate financial and human resources 
are needed to act upon findings from research endeavours in order to meet 
community expectations and requirements. As well, Aboriginal communities 
need funding to support the conduct of their own research, thereby fostering 
possibilities for the creation of a foundation for research activities that are 
trustworthy and credible (O’Neil et al. 1998).

Does the research itself legitimize the telling of sto-
ries or the oral traditions? Do we only get together 
within the communities to tell them under the 
disguise of research?     

Positioning of Relationships
Published accounts of many research studies often focus on the outcomes 

of the research, to the neglect of the processes involved. In addition, few re-
ports provide an account of the ways in which the findings benefit Aboriginal 
communities or follow up with articles that offer possible solutions to solve 
identified concerns or problems.

Why do we often neglect the process in our re-
search? Why does the search focus on outcomes? 
When does the telling and engaging with become 
as important as the outcome?    
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Research is always process oriented and those involved need to be reflec-
tive both of the process and the relationships that are established throughout 
the research. Casteel (1996), for example, sees informed consent as an ongo-
ing dynamic process. While consent has to be continuously negotiated, there 
is also a need to acknowledge that both researcher and participants are af-
fected by the research. Guidelines do not adequately address the complexity 
of the research process and the relationships that are established when engag-
ing in research are not easily replicated (Hermes 1997).

It seems our understanding is beginning to shift, 
away from the guidelines to the processes and the 
relationships. What has precipitated our under-
standing and shifting? Why did it happen for both 
of us at the same time? Learning seems to be forev-
er evolving — how then can we ever write a final 
research report?     

There have been almost no enquiries which examine the forms and pro-
cesses of research when working with Indigenous communities. However, 
there is recognition that flexibility and humility are important elements in re-
search and that the best approaches involve negotiation with Indigenous com-
munities. In his discussion of the salient features of research with Aboriginal 
peoples, John (1990) suggests that research with Aboriginal peoples takes 
more time than research with non-Aboriginal peoples as there needs to be 
a constant process of negotiation. As well, the gatekeepers within each com-
munity are often ubiquitous.

Kirkness and Barnhardt (1991) recommend four general guidelines for 
higher education with respect to Aboriginal peoples, which could also guide 
the research process with Aboriginal communities: 
1. the cultural integrity of First Nations peoples must be respected; 

2. the experience must be relevant to First Nations perspectives and expe-
rience; 

3. the established relationship must be reciprocal, and 

4. responsibility is practiced within the established partnership.
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Kirkness and Barnhardt seem to make sense with 
their notion of shared responsibility, of listening 
and telling in mutual recognition that each one of 
us carries knowledge and brings understanding.  

Respect
Respect for cultural integrity is based upon the recognition that Aboriginal 

peoples have different ways of knowing (Bramwell and Foreman 1993), dif-
ferent value systems (Kavanagh et al. 1999), do not share a common moral 
vocabulary or a common vision of the nature of human beings (Wax 1991), 
and place a much greater role on spiritual values. Care has to be taken not to 
impose euro-centric values such as individualism, autonomy, self-determin-
ism, and privacy. Differences in ethical understandings can be seen as dif-
ferences in local knowledge, neither being exclusive of the other (Christakis 
1992). It is therefore of utmost importance to explore and negotiate differ-
ences in our interpretations of ethics (Christakis 1992).

Respect has been identified as one of the key elements of research with 
Aboriginal peoples and communities (Assembly of Alaska Native Educators 
2000, Brown Childs 1998, Hernandez-Avila 1996, Hermes 1997, Moewaka 
Barnes 2000). Respect must be shown for both Aboriginal communities and 
individuals (Hernandez-Avila 1996). The concept of respect includes the idea 
of reciprocity (Hermes 1997), listening, and a continuous re-evaluation of the 
research process and outcomes (Haig-Brown 2000). Listening refers not only 
to the voices of experts, but to everyone’s voice (Haig-Brown 2000), thereby 
creating an atmosphere where the local knowledge of individuals and com-
munities is honoured. 

Respecting local knowledge and experience not only attempts to protect 
cultural knowledge from exploitation, but also acknowledges that outside re-
searchers can only gain a rough insight (Moore 1997). In as much as research 
is about the creation of new knowledge, there is a recognition that research is 
also about forming and sustaining relationships (Haig-Brown 2000) in which 
authenticity and identity are primary elements (Hernandez-Avila 1996).

However, some researchers become more sensitive to this issue once they 
have been exposed to Indigenous practices and value orientations (Kavanagh 
et al. 1999), enabling the development of mutual attitudes for trust and re-
spect (Hanna 1999). 
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Respect has to become one of the key words, al-
though we have not completely understood its 
complexity. Like oral traditions, the concept evades 
clear definition, it is forever shifting.  

Reciprocal Relationships
Reciprocal relationships are marked by extensive community consulta-

tion in which communities often become the co-researchers. Boston et al. 
(1997) explored the meanings which Aboriginal people attribute to diabe-
tes and provide a good example of how research, based on the principles of 
reciprocity, can be successful. Furthermore, reciprocal relationships support 
an acknowledgement of community contributions, shared power, value for 
respect and diversity, as well as enabling researchers to provide recruitment 
and training opportunities for local peoples (Kone et al. 2000, Lockhart and 
McCaskill 1986). Reciprocal relationships, which are marked by collabora-
tion, have the potential to narrow the gap between the academy and the 
community (Lassiter 2001).

Initiating collaborative research endeavours is made possible through ask-
ing questions that seek to understand local concerns (Bishop 1994, Lockhart 
and McCaskill 1986). These may include multiple competing priorities within 
communities (Miller and Rainow 1997), the Aboriginal community’s request 
for research results that have immediate relevance and applicability (Miller 
and Rainow 1997), and the abilities of the research to provide directions for 
practical action. Researchers need to remain flexible throughout the research 
process and engage in constructive conversations while building strong inter-
personal relationships (Brown Childs 1998). 

Lengthy periods of engagement and consultation can lead to strong com-
munity connections and bring about friendships which may provide an op-
portunity for the expression of interest in future research with Aboriginal 
peoples and communities (van Holst Pellekaan 2000). Collaborative research 
may alleviate feelings of distrust related to past experiences with researchers. 
Adopting an ethics of listening may create possibilities for the documenta-
tion and discussion of cultural, historical, political and individual differences 
within the public sphere (Olubas and Greenwell 1999).

The concept of engaging in research with Aboriginal communities rather 
than on Aboriginal communities is critical to collaborative research initia-
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tives (Kurelek 1992) and leads to research that is performed for and by the 
Aboriginal peoples (Young 1995). During the collaborative process it is im-
portant to address questions of how to balance collective or community in-
terests with individual interests (Sharp and Foster 2002) and to clearly iden-
tify who gives consent to research (Wax 1991). 

Most importantly, the responsibility for collaborative partnerships is 
shared between the community and the researcher (Attneave 1989). Both re-
searchers and community members need to discuss relational issues and be re-
flective of their position. Researchers have to pay particular attention to issues 
of insider/outsider power and privilege (Haig-Brown and Archibald 1996).

It is like you and me sitting here and trying to 
have this conversation with Stan when he was 
in Australia. How do you have this conversation? 
Does a relationship require people to be present 
and engaged? Yet, throughout our class we thought 
much about conversations with trees and places 
on the landscape, with people who have passed on 
and who have not yet been born. Maybe we can 
talk with Stan from so far away. How does this 
shape our relationship? Yet earlier we have argued 
that researchers need to be present within com-
munities and peoples lives and now we are talk-
ing about something else. How can we explain this 
shift? Can you ever explain what it is like to talk 
with ghosts? And how do we know who our audi-
ence is? How do we acknowledge them? Where is 
the relationship in writing?    

Conceptualizing Possibilities
An overwhelming majority of the literature gathered on the topic of ethi-

cal guidelines in research and indigenous peoples recognizes, supports, and 
urges the need for Indigenous specific guidelines which provide special pro-
tection to Indigenous peoples and communities (Ellerby 2001, Lauderdale 
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and Oliverio 1995, Macaulay et al. 1999). The following are suggested solu-
tions found within the ethical guidelines of international and national docu-
ments:
•	 Opening up existing ethical and research protocols to reassessment 

(Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 1993).

•	 Re-evaluating ethical guidelines to promote further consistency with 
the research process (Donovan 1997).

•	 Sharing in the responsibility of ethical conduct by Aboriginal commu-
nities and researchers (Hedley 1986).

•	 Developing clearer parameters for ethical conduct in research (National 
Aboriginal Healing Foundation 2000).

•	 Developing Indigenous ethics review boards with equal powers to 
national review boards or university ethics review boards (National 
Aboriginal Health Organization 2002).

•	 Shifting from information gathering to placing emphasis on informa-
tion sharing in order to encourage relationship building (Manderson 
et al. 1998).

•	 Granting financial control of potential research projects to the commu-
nity involved in the research (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 
1993).

•	 Requiring the use of research agreements or binding negotiations prior 
to the ethical approval of research.

•	 Developing Aboriginal research ethics standards with appropriate and 
effective mechanisms of enforcement (National Aboriginal Health 
Organization 2000). 

• Inclusion of community people on research ethics review boards. 

•	 Expanding on existing international and national laws to include ad-
ditional protection for all Indigenous nations in relation to intellectual 
property rights (Janke 1997, Ledwon 1997).

Further, the potential for protection in issues of research with ethical 
guidelines is often not guaranteed, especially in the absence of mechanisms 
for enforcement. The scant avenues of recourse for Aboriginal communities, 
such as laws which only apply to issues of treaty entitlement and powers of 
veto that do not extend to Aboriginal ethics review committees, limit the 
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practical use of ethical guidelines and warrant the review of existing guide-
lines.

In the recent past, Indigenous and Aboriginal communities have be-
gun to develop their own ethical guidelines for the purposes of research. 
Examples include the Haida Gwaii First Nations and Mohawk First Nations 
of Canada, and the Kuna of Panama. Citing past negative experiences and the 
need to address diabetes within their community, the Mohawk First Nations 
of Kahnawake participated with research partners in order to develop a code 
of research ethics (Kahnawake Schools Diabetes Prevention Project 1996). The 
code of ethics, based on a set of ethical principles, outlines obligations for 
each partner and addresses all aspects of the research process. Enabling the 
project to focus on an identified need of the community, this research was 
designed to benefit the health of the Mohawk and reflects many of the pres-
ent endeavours of Aboriginal peoples to share increased responsibility toward 
their own protection in research. 

Ethics Review Boards which consist of Aboriginal community Elders, 
Aboriginal leaders, Aboriginal community members and Aboriginal pro-
fessionals need to be involved in the development of ethical guidelines and 
a code of ethics that respects the cultural, historical and social context of 
Aboriginal communities. As well, ethics review boards need to be more repre-
sentative of the cultural diversity within and among Aboriginal communities 
in order to promote an increased understanding of Aboriginal peoples. In ad-
dition, such review boards must represent more than ad-hoc committees or 
subcommittees with limited powers and must share levels of power at least 
equal to national ethics review councils and university ethics review boards. 
Moreover, mechanisms of enforcement need to be developed in order to en-
sure that ethical guidelines are followed throughout the research process. It 
may also be of great benefit for non-Aboriginal ethics review committees to 
undergo additional training in order to fully understand ethical issues in re-
search with Aboriginal communities. 

The more we read and reflect on these solutions 
and thoughts, the more questions we have. We 
have to wonder who takes responsibility for devel-
oping these guidelines?     
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Avoiding Prescriptions
However, these arguments often neglect or omit the perspectives of 

Aboriginal peoples and therefore lack the insights that Indigenous peoples 
and organizations possess in relation to these issues. For instance, although 
there are large amounts of evidence that necessitate the need for research 
agreements and restrictions on research, such as the common Indigenous ex-
perience with colonial research practices, the emphasis that Aboriginal com-
munities place on relationship building often precludes the use of laws as a 
recourse in many agreements (Battiste 2000, Smith 1997). 

Although many of the disciplines and academics of universities intend to 
have research relationships with Aboriginal peoples, few have sought direct 
input from Aboriginal communities or Elders in developing codes and pro-
tocols. Hence, throughout the published and accessible literature, there is an 
absence of voices from the Aboriginal community and Elders. Also apparent 
are the limited numbers of Aboriginal communities or individuals who are 
co-researchers and co-authors of research findings. Further opportunities for 
Aboriginal peoples involved in this part of the research process need to be 
created and the development of ethical guidelines in research with Aboriginal 
peoples needs to reflect such opportunities.

Perhaps reflecting the need to re-evaluate such codes and protocols in 
their abilities to be compatible with Aboriginal perspectives is the following 
recognition by Scott (1996: 751), 

. . . new legal regimes are emerging and the relations between community mem-
bers and outside researchers are being redefined. As it has become no longer 
acceptable to conduct research in Indigenous communities without paying at-
tention to the research needs and priorities of the people who live there, a new 
process of conducting research is emerging.

Clearly, research directions and questions must come from the Aboriginal 
community. In addition, only research with the potential to benefit the com-
munity in meaningful ways should be considered ethical research. 

Also, in accordance with the emphasis that Aboriginal peoples place on 
community, further benefits may be gained through additional discourse on 
ethical guidelines, which shift their focus from the individual to the com-
munity and which expand upon this relationship to include connections be-
tween the human and spiritual realms and the environment. There is a lack of 
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research projects that address or express an understanding of this intercon-
nectedness. 

Greater attention needs to be given to the processes of research and to 
those relationships that are established during the research process. Moreover, 
there is a limited understanding of Aboriginal peoples’ perceptions of what 
research is and how research relationships should be established and main-
tained. Perhaps for now, there needs to be richer and deeper discussion in 
this field and the texts of research relationships and the processes of research. 
It is of particular importance to encourage and create further opportuni-
ties for the increased dialogue between Indigenous peoples and the research 
community. These opportunities need to occur on both national and interna-
tional levels in order to support increased understandings of the many issues 
that affect Indigenous peoples in relation to ethics and research. 

Coming to Conclusions
Within the literature, there is an acknowledgement that existing ethi-

cal guidelines in research with Aboriginal peoples may be shown to have 
progressed in relation to an increased awareness of those issues which ne-
cessitate special protection in research with Aboriginal peoples. The diverse 
sources from which the ethical guidelines originate add to the complex na-
ture of this topic and reveal the need for further discourse on ethical guide-
lines and issues of research with Aboriginal peoples. Also, opportunities to 
exercise the application of ethical principles and actual ethical guidelines 
in research with Aboriginal peoples may be more attainable through un-
derstanding their content and their potential to provide adequate protec-
tion. Moreover, the increased initiative of Aboriginal communities to partici-
pate in all aspects of the research process may foster further development of 
Aboriginal specific ethical principles and guidelines and enable researchers 
to reach a better understanding of the issues that affect Aboriginal peoples 
in relation to research. 

In conclusion, the assurance of ethical guideline development toward 
appropriate mechanisms for the adequate protection of Aboriginal peoples 
during the endeavours of research necessitates a clearer vision of Aboriginal 
perspectives. As such, we acknowledge that 

any attempt to devise uniform guidelines . . . runs the risk of collapsing ethics 
jurisprudential diversity into a single “model” that will not fit the values, concep-
tions, or laws of any indigenous society. (Laird 1999: 4) 
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It has become evident to us throughout this paper that culturally sensitive 
ethical guidelines alone are not sufficient to develop research activities that 
are respectful, relevant, and reciprocal to Aboriginal peoples.

Questions are still remaining and the words and 
readings only seem to push us towards more ques-
tions, not answers. Yet they also push us as we sit 
here and type these words, to engage with others, 
to listen carefully and attentively.    
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