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The historical exploitation experienced by indigenous people in the
United States has left a number of negative legacies, including dis-
trust toward research. This distrust poses a barrier to progress made
through culturally sensitive research. Given the complex history of
research with indigenous groups, the purpose of this descriptive
phenomenological study was to illuminate the lived experiences of
both indigenous and non-indigenous researchers conducting cul-
turally competent research with indigenous people. Interviews from
13 social science research experts revealed 6 underlying themes
about their research with indigenous people, including respect and
commitment, mutual trust, affirmation, harmony among multiple
worldviews, responsibility, and spiritual/personal growth.
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276 C. E. Burnette et al.

INTRODUCTION

The prevalent mental health disparities among indigenous people in the
United States provide compelling evidence about the need for effective
research to enhance the well-being of this group (National Institutes of
Health, 2009). Higher rates of mental distress than all other ethnicities
are reported for indigenous people, and substance dependence within this
group is ranked second highest as compared with other ethnicities (Walls,
2006). The suicide rate among indigenous people has been reported at 190%
of the general population’s (Office of the General Counsel, U.S. Commission
on Civil Rights, 2004). The latest Native American Health Care Disparities
Briefing stated that this group is the most isolated and deprived minority
group as the result of the unfulfilled trust relationship in which the gov-
ernment promised to protect land, resources, and the health care of these
people (Office of the General Counsel, U.S. Commission on Civil Rights,
2004). This special status makes the unmet service needs and the deficit in
professionals to serve this group particularly concerning. In order for the
United States to fulfill the trust agreement to provide for the health care
and reduce the disparate mental distress that is reported among indigenous
people, culturally competent research is needed. Weaver (1997) argues that
although cultural competence for social work practitioners has been a focus
in the literature, it is also essential for researchers to develop meaningful
and culturally relevant research questions, methodology, and interpretations
for indigenous groups. The author described cultural competence as encom-
passing knowledge of a specific group’s culture and worldview, researchers’
awareness of their own cultural values and biases, and applying appropri-
ate research intervention strategies (Weaver, 1997). Because research has
been conducted in ways that have exploited and caused harm to indige-
nous people, however, trust relations between researchers and indigenous
people is understandably impaired. Impaired trust adds a layer of complex-
ity to conducting research with indigenous people. Until this complexity
is understood, progress toward culturally sensitive research to address
the disproportionate disparities that are experienced within this group is
impeded.

To disentangle the complexity of conducting research with indigenous
people, greater understanding of the lived experiences of researchers who
work in this area is needed. For this reason, the purpose of this descriptive
phenomenological study is to illuminate the experiences of both indigenous
and non-indigenous researchers doing research with indigenous commu-
nities. This knowledge could help research progress toward the improved
well-being of indigenous people who reside in the United States. The current
state of research with indigenous communities is one part of the larger his-
torical context. To understand how research with indigenous communities
is situated within this larger context, it is important to consider significant
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Research with Indigenous Communities 277

Historical Events

Research Trust

FIGURE 1 History, trust, and research with indigenous groups.

historical events throughout U.S. history and how these events impact trust
and current research relationships. Figure 1 displays the effect of history
on research and trust relationships with indigenous groups, along with the
interplay between the resultant trust and research relationships. Historical
events such as corrupt treaty relations, forced relocation to reservations, and
the boarding school era have adversely affected trust and research relations
with researchers and non-indigenous people. Because of history, along with
culturally incongruent research practices, there is greater risk of exploitation
experienced by indigenous people when interacting with non-indigenous
persons and engaging in research. The continuous interplay between trust
and research relations results.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Historical Context

Upon the entrance of European settlers to the United States, foreign dis-
ease and alcohol were introduced to indigenous people. Because they had
little immunity or tolerance for these unfamiliar substances, the result was
a rise in addiction and sickness among indigenous people (Brave Heart &
DeBruyn, 1998). As disease caused their population in the United States
to dwindle, the European settler population and resultant power increased
(Banner, 2005). With this power imbalance, corrupt tactics were often used
by non-indigenous people in the signing of treaties. Taking a larger parcel of
land than what was agreed upon, having unauthorized tribal members make
treaty decisions for the entire tribe, and the use of alcohol were deceptive
tactics that were frequently used in the signing of treaties; oftentimes, these
treaties were later broken by Colonial and U.S. governments.

Foreign disease as well as genocide, which is defined as system-
atic efforts to eradicate in whole or in part a specific ethnic, racial, or
national group (Legters, 1988), reduced the original indigenous popula-
tion by an estimated 80% to 99% (Garrett & Pichette, 2000; Weaver, 1998).
Following military defeat, indigenous Americans were forced to relocate to
land reservations where there was starvation, desertion, and prohibition of
engagement in the cultural practices that were integral to their mental, spir-
itual, and physical well-being (Whitbeck, Adams, Hoyt, & Chen, 2004). This
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278 C. E. Burnette et al.

ethnic cleansing continued in the boarding school era that began in 1878,
which forced assimilation among indigenous youths. Some children were
beaten for speaking their native tongue, and/or were physically, emotion-
ally, and sexually abused, and many died from disease (Brave Heart, 1999;
Brave Heart & DeBruyn, 1998).

Historical trauma is a concept that has emerged among the litera-
ture on indigenous communities to describe the effect of the collective
and chronic traumatic events that are inflicted upon a group of people
over generations. Historical trauma has been linked by many researchers to
the compromised well-being and mental health experienced by indigenous
people in the United States (Brave Heart, 1999; Brave Heart & DeBruyn,
1998; Fisher & Ball, 2003). In Whitbeck et al.’s (2004) contemporary study
measuring historical trauma, numerous losses were perceived among indige-
nous people, including the loss of family ties because of family separation
during the boarding school era and the loss of trust in whites because
of broken treaties. In addition, discomfort, fear, and distrust toward the
intentions of white people were among the most common historical loss
symptoms. This distrust dates back to Colonial times, when a 1790s’ diplomat
explained to George Washington that indigenous people had so often been
deceived by whites (Banner, 2005), “that White Man is, among many of them
[indigenous people], but another name for Liar” (p. 140). It is clear to see
how this distrust from historical events extends to relations between indige-
nous communities and non-indigenous researchers. Because the events that
gave rise to historical trauma conjure up distrust toward researchers who
may be white themselves, researchers are often met with understandable
suspicion.

Research and Trust

Mistrust of research does not only stem from historical trauma. Because of
past exploitation and culturally inappropriate methodology (Caldwell et al.,
2005; Weaver, 1997), research conjures up distrust and is considered a “dirty”
word for many indigenous communities (Letiecq & Bailey, 2004; Smith,
1999). The objective and removed stance that is standard for quantitative
research methods may be considered rude and inappropriate to indigenous
communities where interpersonal interaction is paramount (Weaver, 1997).
Exploitation has compounded the mistrust toward research; an example of
this is when some Havasupai tribal citizens gave blood samples to Arizona
State University for the sole purpose of curbing the high rates of diabetes,
and the samples were used in other unauthorized studies having to do with
schizophrenia and inbreeding (Capriccioso, 2010).

In addition, research tends to be situated within educational systems,
which have a history of legitimizing dehumanizing Colonial views about
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Research with Indigenous Communities 279

indigenous people (Smith, 1999). History has largely been written about
indigenous people from a non-indigenous, Eurocentric perspective. The
writers of history include bureaucrats and philosophers who have expressed
harmful and prejudicial descriptions of indigenous people as “savages”
(Banner, 2005). This discourse has been translated through educational sys-
tems and books (Smith, 1999). This inaccurate depiction of history, along
with the aforementioned educational experiences of the boarding school
era that attempted to “civilize” indigenous children, has given rise to rea-
sonable mistrust of academia and the research that is often initiated within
educational institutions (Smith, 1999).

Multiple layers of trust and mistrust throughout the many systems
involved in research are at the center of this interplay between researchers
and indigenous groups (Christopher, Watts, McGormic, & Young, 2008).
According to Kollock, people are routinely faced with situations where
they could benefit from social interaction, but this interaction can also make
them vulnerable to exploitation (1994). If uncertainty, risk, or vulnerability
to exploitation is too high, trust may not emerge to foster social interac-
tion (Kollock, 1994). Given the history of harmful research practices, the
uncertainty of social interaction with non-indigenous researchers might be
a risk too great for some indigenous communities. If indigenous commu-
nities and researchers do not interact, however, the benefits of culturally
sound research collaboration may not be attained (Yamagishi, Cook, &
Watabe, 1998). Because the number of highly trained indigenous profes-
sionals is insufficient to meet the unmet research and service needs of this
group, non-indigenous researchers and practitioners are needed (Whitbeck,
2009). Despite the need for culturally sensitive research, mistrust and past
harm create barriers between researchers and indigenous people. This
barrier blocks the interchange that could lead to collaboration and cul-
turally sound research, which may improve the well-being of indigenous
people.

Most literature on research and indigenous communities focuses on
culturally appropriate research methods (Caldwell et al., 2005; Fisher & Ball,
2003, 2005; Holkup et al., 2009; Letiecq & Bailey, 2004; Salois & Holkup,
2006; Weaver, 1997). Although this is essential information, there is little
research on the intentions of indigenous and non-indigenous researchers
who work with indigenous people and what they actually experience.
Potential researchers who think they may want to pursue research with
indigenous people can use this illustration to learn from the experiences of
culturally competent researchers and gauge whether research with indige-
nous people is an appropriate match for them. The importance of this
cannot be overlooked, because a lack of fit may contribute to inappropriate
methodology, cultural blunders, and further harm to indigenous people.
This information also provides important implications for academic and
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280 C. E. Burnette et al.

funding institutions about what is entailed in indigenous research and ways
to foster cultural sensitivity.

METHODS

The purpose of this descriptive phenomenological study was to illu-
minate the lived experiences of researchers working with indigenous
communities. Lived experience encompasses the natural, pre-reflected expe-
rience of people before it is reflected on or abstracted (van Manen, 1990).
Phenomenology is well suited to understand existential features of human
experience and is a method initially developed by the philosopher Husserl
(Dowling, 2007). The term phenomenology was used as early as 1765 in
Kant’s philosophical writings and was further delineated by Hegel, who
considered phenomenology to be knowledge that appears in consciousness
(Moustakas, 1994). Phenomenological research seeks to describe the essence
of lived experience as it exists through the lens of the subjective perceptions
of people. Any phenomenon that enters consciousness can be the sub-
ject of inquiry, and phenomenological research is well suited to understand
what a particular experience is like—in this case, research with indigenous
communities (van Manen, 1990). Phenomenology uncovers both universal
experiences across people as well as the particularity of experiences for
individuals. It is not about comparisons between groups, but rather reveals
underlying structure that emerges across experiences, while honoring indi-
vidual stories. The approach is aimed at uncovering the essential parts of
lived experiences of a particular group of people (Lopez & Willis, 2004;
Groenewald, 2004; Starks & Brown Trinidad, 2007). For the purpose of this
study, Clark Moustakas’s method, a contemporary adaptation to Husserl’s
method, was employed (Moustakas, 1994).

The phenomenological approach has been used in the past to under-
stand the delicate interplay of the experiences of a white researcher
with indigenous groups (Dé Ishtar, 2004). Because it utilizes the oral
tradition of storytelling, literature has posed that phenomenology is an
appropriate research method for indigenous people (Struthers & Peden-
McAlpine, 2005). This method also makes use of experience that is in
context, which safeguards information from being distorted. There is no
literature about research with indigenous communities that uses a phe-
nomenological approach to understand the experience and meaning of
both indigenous and non-indigenous researchers. Because both groups are
performing this research, the inclusion of both groups is essential for a
complete understanding. In accord with phenomenological research, this
study will uncover the universals among all researchers while honoring the
specific individual experiences. For these reasons, the following research
question was employed: What are the lived experiences of indigenous and
non-indigenous researchers working with indigenous groups?
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Research with Indigenous Communities 281

Sample

The key inclusion criterion for this purposive sample was participants who
had experienced the phenomenon of social science research with indige-
nous people. These experts in the research field were chosen due to their
success in conducting social science research with indigenous people. Many
researchers had published literature on the unique considerations of working
with indigenous groups and ways to conduct research in a community-
based and culturally relevant way. Performing a literature review for this
project provided the names of many authors who had conducted credible
and culturally sensitive social science research with indigenous communi-
ties. Authors from articles along with their respective reference sections were
the primary source of participant recruitment. During the interview process,
some participants recommended other researchers for participation; these
participants were also followed up with and screened for inclusion. We used
the university Web sites of the researchers who worked with indigenous
communities to gain their contact information.

Local Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was received on
April 16, 2010. Although a sample size of 10 thorough interviews is
thought to result in an adequate saturation (Creswell, 1998), literature
stated that sample sizes for phenomenological studies appropriately range
from 1 to 20 participants (Groenewald, 2004; Starks & Brown Trinidad,
2007; Wilson & Hutchinson, 1991). After the initial recruiting e-mail was
sent out, 13 researchers responded and consented to complete interviews.
Interviews were conducted until saturation was met, and no new informa-
tion was gained from them. Saturation was reached by the completion of
11 interviews, and 2 additional interviews were completed beyond this. All
13 participants conducted social science research. Seven participants were
scholars in the areas of social work, and the remaining were scholars in psy-
chology, public health, health and human development, counseling, nursing,
and political science. Researchers practiced a diverse array of research
methodology that ranged across the spectrum of quantitative and qualitative
practices. Participants’ ages were reported from 39 to 70, and researchers’
experience ranged from 15 to 37 years. Participants resided across the con-
tiguous U.S. states as well as Hawaii. There were seven non-indigenous and
six indigenous researchers in this study.

Data Collection Procedures

In phenomenological research, interviews are reciprocal and mutually
engaging (Groenewald, 2004; Wilson & Hutchinson, 1991). According to
Moustakas (1994), participants are considered co-researchers; in the case of
this study, because the sample was composed of actual researchers, this was
the literal case. The primary researcher held six in-person and seven phone
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282 C. E. Burnette et al.

interviews. Because participants resided in states across the United States,
in-person interviews were not feasible for all participants. Taped interviews
lasted an average of 47 minutes. Consistent with descriptive phenomenol-
ogy, the data were used to uncover the essence of this experience, rather
than explanation or analysis (Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994). Prior to the
interview, the researcher attempted to bracket or set aside preconceived
biases and ideas about the topic (Moustakas, 1994). This enabled the inter-
viewer to begin the interview with a fresh and open perspective to whatever
the participants presented. Data were collected using an open-ended semi-
structured interview guide to provide focus for the interview without being
overly structured (Kvale, 1983; Moustakas, 1994). Examples of questions
posed to participants included, “Take a moment to think about an early
memory of your beginning research with people of indigenous descent. . . .

Describe this experience completely” and “How has research with people of
indigenous descent affected you?”

During the interview, creating a comfortable environment for partic-
ipants to openly describe their experiences was the primary goal of the
principal researcher. When the interview came to a natural end, participants
were given the opportunity to add any other relevant information. At the
close of the interview, participants were informed about the remaining steps
to the research process and invited to contact the researcher with additional
questions or information. All participants were contacted for the opportu-
nity to do member checks. Participants were informed that in the event that
they were not able to respond to the member check, the presented anal-
ysis would be assumed to be non-problematic. In addition to interviews,
the principal researcher took notes during the interview to highlight partic-
ularly meaningful statements along with personal reflections. The principal
researcher kept a journal throughout the project to guard against researcher
bias. For immersion and to foster greater understanding of indigenous com-
munities, the principal investigator, who was of non-indigenous descent,
also engaged in cultural education, attended a conference that focused
on indigenous families, engaged in volunteer work, and visited numerous
reservations.

Data Analysis Techniques

Interviews were listened to, and transcriptions were read through
3 to 4 times to gain a sense of their meaning as a whole. Analysis of the
data was completed by two researchers. Researchers met after each analysis
step for consultation and to reach consensus on findings. Analysis followed
Moustakas’s guidelines, which are a modification of van Kaam’s method of
analyzing phenomenological data (Moustakas, 1994). This method has been
used in other studies and is useful by providing concise steps that enhance
the rigor of the analysis process (Gilstrap, 2007; Liu, 2008).
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Research with Indigenous Communities 283

Moustakas’s steps for each research participant were as follows
(Moustakas, 1994):

1. Horizontalization was performed by listing every relevant statement.
2. Reduction and elimination was performed by removing repetitive, over-

lapping, or vague statements. The statements that could be abstracted
were retained. This resulting list included 296 invariant meaning units, or
essential parts of the experience.

3. These meaning units were clustered and relabeled into six overarching
or core themes of the experience that were present among all research
participants.

4. The invariant meaning units and themes were checked to the participant’s
transcribed interview as a whole, and all were either expressed explicitly
by the respondent or were compatible with what the respondent said.
These themes and supporting quotes were distributed to a fellow research
team member, who spent more than 10 hours reviewing them. This team
member had questions about two themes. After discussion, consensus on
the themes was reached.

5. These validated meaning units and themes were used to create com-
prehensive descriptions of each participant’s experience using verbatim
quotes from interviews.

6. These descriptions were presented to each participant for the opportunity
to do member checks. Of the seven participants who replied, there were
no disagreements with overarching themes. One researcher offered sug-
gestions to bring the wording of themes in line with indigenous concepts.
These amended themes were checked with fellow research team mem-
bers along with an indigenous participant and incorporated thereafter.
Four participants added to or amended their initial quotes for meaning
clarification.

7. Once consensus was reached among participants and researchers, a
synthesis, or composite description, of all of the participants’ experi-
ences was created; this description maintained the individual components
while describing the fundamental themes that were present among all
participants. To safeguard against publishing harmful information, an
indigenous cultural reader reviewed this description.

Strategies for Establishing Scientific Rigor

The following standards for scientific rigor in phenomenology were used
for this study including descriptive vividness, methodological congruence,
analytical preciseness, theoretical connectedness, and heuristic connected-
ness (Burns, 1989). The standard of descriptive vividness was met in this
study by the explicit descriptions of the sample, recruitment, and analysis
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284 C. E. Burnette et al.

process. The standard of methodological congruence was met by rigor in
documentation, procedural rigor, ethical rigor, and providing an audit trail,
or auditability. Documentation rigor was met by explicitly describing the
parts of the study, including the phenomenon, purpose, and the other
essential parts. Procedural rigor was met by using explicit steps on data
collection, using transcribed interviews, and analyzing using Moustakas’s
explicit steps. An audit trail with documents captured each step of the data
analysis. Theoretical preciseness was intrinsic in the data analysis steps by
checking to see whether the themes and invariant units were present and
compatible with the verbatim text of the participants. Theoretical connected-
ness and relationship to existing body of knowledge was met by performing
member checks, using a cultural reader, and seeing whether findings are
compatible with the information in the literature review. The extensive
member-checking process ensured a validation of themes, and suggestions
from participants were incorporated into the naming of the themes. Heuristic
relevance, or how applicable findings were, was met by the study providing
needed insight for future and current researchers to enhance their prac-
tice along with useful information for funding agencies and the academic
world.

RESULTS

Six core themes emerged from the phenomenological analysis. Each of the
following core themes was present in each of the 13 participant descriptions
of their experience.

Cultivating Deep Respect and Commitment

Researchers expressed a deep respect for the indigenous groups with whom
they worked. This respect led to a profound personal commitment to
this group. For some, this respect and commitment stemmed from the
researchers being of indigenous descent, stating it was “because of my
ancestry.” As one researcher put it, “I have a vested interest in this. I’m not
an outside researcher. I’m researching in my own community.” Indigenous
researchers spoke of their effort that transcended the conventional domains
of work. One stated, “I’m committed to it [research] because it’s about the
future well-being of, um, of indigenous peoples. . . . I really didn’t choose to
do . . . research with the indigenous communities. I was given that respon-
sibility I think the moment I entered into academia.” Another researcher
related, “I really think that, um, I never chose research. It chose me.” This
researcher was compelled to do this work from experiencing research in
her indigenous community that was done in an exploitative way. She stated,
“I actually think we were—we were victims of research.” This researcher
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Research with Indigenous Communities 285

experienced firsthand the effects of culturally insensitive research that many
indigenous persons have felt. She stated, “Sometimes people [researchers]
would come in and um, never come back.” This, along with instances of
the publishing of biased information, contributed to this researcher’s initial
impression that “research” was a “dirty” word.

For other researchers, respect for indigenous groups developed over
time and with experience. Many researchers mentioned a long-term time
commitment as part of this process. One non-indigenous researcher related,
“We’re in it for the long haul.” Many researchers spoke about the refreshing
aspect of humor in indigenous communities. A researcher remarked on this,
“sense of humor. Because it’s— I’ve grown to appreciate the—the amount
of laughter that goes on in the reservations, which has been great.” Another
researcher spent time doing social work advocacy and practice, and this
experience had a profound impact on his respect and commitment to this
group. He related, “I got accepted in these communities . . . they got to be
my friends. They were like family.” This researcher explained, “I specifically
went to get my PhD, I think, because of the experiences I had in these
communities.”

Building Mutual Trust

Researchers described a mutual trust that developed through relationships
over time. One indigenous researcher related that after attending a uni-
versity, it took 18 months for him to rebuild trust and become accepted
back into his own community. He described the thinking of his community
members. “Can we trust them? Can we trust her? He’s been away for too
long, you know, doing all this university stuff, and we don’t know if he
is changed.” Another indigenous researcher experienced some initial resis-
tance because, “I don’t look indigenous.” Through relationship building and
doing community-based research, however, she received “an indication that
I was trusted.” She related an indigenous person stating, “You know, we trust
you . . . so we know that you would not send anybody to us that was not
trustworthy.” With mutual trust came reciprocity. One researcher explained,
“They see that I’m trying to help the community, so they’re trying to help
me.” Reciprocity between indigenous and non-indigenous colleagues was
also acknowledged by stating, “We learn a lot from each other.”

Researchers reported the importance of intent and being authentic in
encounters with indigenous people. As one researcher described, “I just sim-
ply have to go in with a sense of honest goodwill, genuineness on my part.”
Whether researchers were non-indigenous or indigenous, cross-cultural
understanding was important when learning about community other than
their own. One researcher explained, “Because we can never completely
understand or know another, essentially every encounter is a cross-cultural
encounter.” She added, “When faced with limited understanding, true
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intimacy comes from continuing to reach out to the other with the gen-
uine desire to understand.” The importance of intent was expressed by
other researchers. “You know, in the final analysis, whether or not you’re
interested in them as people becomes the key relational component.” This
researcher added, “They’re very accepting if you are willing to accept
them. . . . Your color may not match the population you’re studying . . .

just remember, there’s a two-way street. They want to learn about you as
much as you want to learn about them.”

Creating Affirmation Through Relationships

Relationships led to many researchers feeling affirmed in their work with
indigenous communities. One researcher described a huge reward from his
work:“to be honest, it’s just been getting to know these men . . . and feel-
ing very welcome now, and being invited into their—into their homes and
into their culture and lives.” Another researcher related a similar comment.
“I had the opportunity to develop, you know, really strong relationships
with—with the community leaders and community people. And so it’s been
incredibly rewarding as a result.” Relationships and, as one researcher put
it, “being more accepted,” were common sentiments of researchers working
with indigenous groups.

This affirmation through relationships extended to profound experi-
ences for some researchers. One indigenous researcher related a time when
an elder from the same tribal nation gave her a basket that she had made
from sweetgrass. The elder stated, “You should have this basket, my gift
to you.” This was especially meaningful because this researcher didn’t “look
indigenous,” and the elder’s understanding and validation dispelled the need
for this researcher to defend her indigenous background. Another indige-
nous researcher described an experience where she saw a project to fruition.
Unlike the harmful researchers of the past, she went back to the community
and reported the results. Community members then embraced her for her
sound work. She recalled, “. . . this young man came in and he gave me
tobacco, and I almost cried because tobacco is something that you give a
healer, I mean, you know if you want prayers or healing.”

Affirmation was also experienced by researchers who saw projects
to fruition and witnessed community members reach their goals. One
researcher reflected on a project in which he collaborated with indigenous
men: “All the time and effort and energy that the men put into that event . . .

it was a lot of work, and they did the work.” One indigenous researcher
persevered in working with a group that faced multiple challenges. “I feel
good that I didn’t give up on that, even though there were setbacks . . .

I think probably the population that is acting out the most is the population
that needs the most help. And I want to keep trying and I want to keep
reaching this population.”
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Research with Indigenous Communities 287

Finding Harmony among Multiple Worldviews

Indigenous and non-indigenous researchers remarked on finding harmony
amid multiple worldviews. Finding balance between multiple researchers,
the academic world, and indigenous communities took a great deal of
energy. One researcher described this area of balance: “I was kind of there
in the middle and we started calling it ‘credibility stress’.” To reduce the
risk of causing harm to indigenous communities, research team members
described how they “decided to draw up a memorandum of understand-
ing.” In this memorandum, they outlined “who owns the data.” They also
decided that “We cannot publish anything without having it go through the
entire research team . . . so we would not inadvertently say something that
could be harmful.” Within the research world there was the balance between
contrasting ideas about the purpose and methodology of research itself. One
researcher noted how many people believe “we need to approach things in
a positivist way, and also, there’s this need for comparison.” She noted how
colleagues had questioned whether she would compare data from the mul-
tiple communities with whom she had worked. This comparison, however,
clashed with the goal of the community-based participatory work, which
was “to meet that community’s needs.”

The added polarity between the qualitative and quantitative paradigms
was also described. “The challenge is—is even more interesting with native
or indigenous communities because they tend to be a lot more qualita-
tive. . . . I think there’s a reason for that. I think, I think because a lot of
indigenous people have lost their voices.” This researcher felt that qualita-
tive research “Gives indigenous people the opportunity to talk their story.”
A challenge in this arena was expressed. “How do you convert the story
into . . . the attention span of a funder?” This researcher went on to add,
“There is a huge imbalance, I think; and we’re trying to find the narra-
tive. . . . Because there is a third narrative sitting between these—these two
paradigms. . . . How do we connect the story and the . . . statistics? . . . That’s
the challenge.”

Along with finding the connection between divergent research goals,
researchers also spoke about finding harmony between the indigenous
and academic norms. When community ceremonies took precedence over
research activities, this could come in conflict with academic standards. One
researcher related the importance of being prepared for an instance such
as “showing up in a village and finding out, well a priest is in town, and
nothing that you planned on happening is going to happen.” One researcher
gave the example of when multiple communities were receiving the same
intervention. Due to a death in the community, there could be a time lapse
in those receiving interventions. This researcher pointed out, “How in the
world [do] you present that to funding services, ‘Oh my work isn’t going
to be comparable across sites’?” Another researcher added, “When you do
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research that is more fluid, or that needs to be more fluid based on the
population in which you’re serving, it can be difficult in academia then to
get your work recognized.” This researcher explained, “We go out to com-
munities to try and collect the data, uh, we—we can’t isolate things quite
as neatly and nicely as you might be able to in a lab.” In relation to this,
one researcher recounted the sentiments of indigenous elders: “The problem
with Western science is that they cannot accept—they don’t know how to
deal with, uh multiple realities.”

The intricacy of creating space for some researchers’ indigenous com-
munity responsibilities and academic responsibilities was also described.
“The balance is—is quite a challenge to live in both worlds.” This indigenous
researcher added, “How do I honor my responsibilities as an indigenous per-
son, you know, getting to different ceremonies with a calendar that fills up
with faculty meetings?” This was particularly difficult because her indige-
nous commitments followed aspects of natural life cycles, and “they’re not
something that can be printed on a calendar a year ahead of time.” Another
indigenous researcher related, “I always prayed that an education wouldn’t
betray my traditions.” She added, “But it’s hard to walk in two worlds and
to do it gracefully, [that] is—is another thing.”

Some researchers used their unique position to translate between
indigenous and non-indigenous persons. One researcher explained that she
was “well positioned to speak to non-indigenous people and educate them”
about indigenous communities. A non-indigenous researcher explained that
his work “placed me in a position” to “figure out the best ways” to trans-
late between indigenous communities and decision-making bodies including
“state line youth commissions, to legislators, to congressional folks,” who
“need a certain level of education.” An indigenous researcher explained that
“There are very important roles for non-natives. There is such a huge power
imbalance between natives and non-natives in this society. To the point, you
know, native people are ignored almost all the time.” She added, “When we
have non-native voices standing up for native concerns, then we’re not such
a tiny minority.” This researcher expressed that non-indigenous persons can
say to those in power, “It’s important to consider these different issues,
because it’s not just a native issue, it’s a human issue.” She stated, “It is
people that are more a part of mainstream society, people that are likely to
be viewed as constituents and voters. And people that, um, that people in
power are more used to listening to.” Advocating for a worldview and life
way that was largely devalued by the dominant society was described. “The
forces are so imbalanced that it you know, those are the challenges.” This
researcher thought that the community culture was deemed insignificant by
the dominant society but was “totally significant culturally.”

One indigenous researcher remarked on a controversial area, stating
that as indigenous people “start to revitalize their own sense of identity
and language, there’s an increasing resentment for colonization.” This could
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Research with Indigenous Communities 289

transmit into an “anti-white sentiment.” The researcher explained, “That
creates an interesting dilemma. Um, they only want [indigenous group’s
name] to do [indigenous group’s name’s] research.” The researcher explained
that thinking that only indigenous researchers should conduct indigenous
research extended across the globe. He felt that this perspective was “cre-
ating barriers to knowledge . . . I don’t think in the best interest of the
culture.”

Despite significant challenges, indigenous researchers commented on
the benefits of finding harmony among the indigenous and non-indigenous
domains. One researcher explained, “Balance is an ongoing theme through-
out so many indigenous cultures. This is something that we always strive
for.” This delicate path was not something that could be “achieved” but was
an ongoing endeavor. A researcher explained, “You are a stronger healthier
person if you can negotiate both worlds. . . . It’s very challenging because
the dominant society, by and large, barely recognizes that we have indige-
nous societies and cultures. So there will be constant clashing.” Benefits of
this negotiation were acknowledged by a researcher who stated, “It’s the
best decision I ever made.”

Assuming Personal Responsibility

With the awareness of research that had done harm to indigenous groups,
researchers expressed a high degree of personal responsibility in work-
ing with indigenous groups. One researcher described the impact of past
research on his own experience: “The history is horrible. . . . I had an
experience where I’d really felt like the sins of all white researchers were
placed upon my shoulders and—and people were treating me like that.”
This researcher understood this burden and wavered between feeling defen-
sive and responsible for this history. He stated, “I think in a way it is [his
responsibility]. Those were my ancestors. I’m not a native person, I’m a
white person.”

One researcher described her experience: “It’s just a fine line to walk . . .

it feels like there’s a lot of responsibility that goes in with doing this
research.” This responsibility was highlighted when one researcher was col-
laborating with indigenous and non-indigenous researchers who published
what this researcher later realized was “perpetuating negative stereotypes.”
This experience helped the researcher to develop more cultural sensitiv-
ity. She stated, “I try to be a lot more sensitive . . . and I try to be much
more careful about the messages coming out of my research projects.” One
non-indigenous researcher reflected on the responsibility required to do
indigenous research: “I think that you have to have really clear, um, ethical
core principles about how you are doing the research.” Part of this personal
accountability was being willing to “show up,” and to go that extra distance
to meet indigenous community members on their terms.
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290 C. E. Burnette et al.

Many researchers spoke about traveling long distances and the extra
time required to work with indigenous communities. As one researcher put
it, “It’s a long drive; it’s difficult to establish trust in relationships.” Another
researcher noted that indigenous communities feel “if you can’t make the
effort to come to us, you know, then why should we work with you? You
know that . . . you have to come, you have to be here, you have to, you
know, um be respectful and meet us and understand us, and understand our
world.” The time it took to do this research was also described: “It was really
a slow process.” This researcher added the importance of being persever-
ant and committed through his lengthy process. An indigenous researcher
who did work in her own community related how community members
didn’t “really hold you professionally accountable but personally and even
intergenerationally.” Another indigenous researcher related the similar sen-
timents of community members with some humor: “If he writes something
really awful about our community we will always know where he lives, and
we will find him, and you know, we will make life difficult.”

Growing Spiritually and Personally

Researchers commented on how their work had enriched their lives. A non-
indigenous researcher stated, “I think it’s really broadened my thinking . . .

and really forced me to think about the, uh importance of a cultural context
in research.” She also described becoming “appreciative . . . of that rich
history” and aware of “the pervasiveness of stressors and things, but also the
cultural strengths.” One researcher found that “people are more alike than
they are different. That adage hits home every day.” Another researcher
related, “It had a profound effect on me, not only as a researcher, but as an
individual and as a person.”

One indigenous researcher stated, “It’s been a spiritual journey,” and,
“It’s opened my eyes to a lot of things.” Another researcher related, “I think
there has been some reminders to me and to growth in my own—my own
spirit about culture itself.” A researcher summarized the effects of this work
in a demonstrative way: “It’s completely impacted me personally, emotion-
ally, how I’ve grown as an individual . . . and it made me question my own
worldviews . . . what I saw as reality . . . certainly what I saw as valuable.” He
added, “Aside from personal relationships like meeting my wife, and things
like that, it’s probably been the most important thing that’s ever happened
to me. . . . And it’s all good—even the painful stuff. Yeah, I feel lucky.”

DISCUSSION

The sentiments of researchers working with indigenous groups were pro-
found and revealing. One striking finding was that despite a challenging
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Research with Indigenous Communities 291

history of research with indigenous groups, researchers involved in this
study developed powerful connections with indigenous communities.
Researchers validated the notion that emerged from the literature that histor-
ical factors and trust formation are at the center of performing research with
indigenous people and provided vivid illustrations of many of the complex
factors that were present when engaging in this work. Because of historical
exploitation, interactions between indigenous people and researchers were
marked by risk and uncertainty. Over time, this track record of exploitative
research in exchange relationships translated into research being perceived
as a “dirty” word.

Kollock (1994) found that elevated risk and uncertainty in social inter-
actions promoted high levels of interpersonal trust. This high level of trust
was evident in the experiences described by participants. Kollock found that
participants in an uncertain exchange condition were highly disturbed when
they were betrayed, but strong connections and friendships were forged if
an exchange partner proved trustworthy. In the case of researchers who had
found success in conducting research with indigenous people, it was evident
that profoundly strong connections developed. The results from this study
validated and demonstrated the meaning and connection that can emerge
when people involved in risky interpersonal interactions demonstrate trust-
worthiness. Part of the trustworthiness that researchers demonstrated was
being willing to go the extra distance and exhibit a deep commitment to the
indigenous communities that they served.

Central themes such as cultivating deep respect and commitment, build-
ing mutual trust, creating affirmation through relationships, finding harmony
among multiple worldviews, assuming personal responsibility, and grow-
ing spiritually and personally were highlighted by all participants. Because
this was a phenomenological study, the common underlying essences of
all participants’ experience, rather than comparing the differences between
indigenous and non-indigenous researchers, were central. This was not
to minimize the differences that emerged across indigenous and non-
indigenous participants. In fact, a benefit of using a phenomenological
method is that it enabled researchers to capture underlying essences while
maintaining the individual stories and perspectives. A striking finding was
that the underlying themes were consistent across both indigenous and non-
indigenous researchers. Variations between indigenous and non-indigenous
researchers did not emerge in regards to the essential themes, but rather
dimensions of these themes. For instance, in the cultivating deep respect
and commitment theme, both indigenous and non-indigenous participants
described their respect for and commitment to indigenous groups. The
reasons for this respect and commitment, however, differed, with indige-
nous researchers identifying their ancestry as central to their commitment
and non-indigenous researchers stating respect and commitment developing
from their experience in indigenous communities.
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Building mutual trust was another common theme, and this was some-
thing that was ongoing and present for both indigenous and non-indigenous
researchers. Researchers stated being invested in this work long-term and
that relationships were central to reciprocal collaboration and trust. Solid
relationships and mutual trust were built upon authenticity, pure intent,
and a sincere interest in indigenous people. These relationships enabled
researchers to feel affirmed and accepted by indigenous community mem-
bers. Being embraced and trusted by indigenous communities and with
persevering despite challenges led researchers to feel rewarded. Finding har-
mony among numerous realms was also highlighted by researchers. These
realms include the academic world and the indigenous community, ideas
about the purpose and process of research, quantitative and qualitative
methods, and indigenous and non-indigenous people. Though finding har-
mony among all of these factors was a challenge, it was essential for success
in researchers’ respective worlds.

The history of exploitation that indigenous communities have faced
placed an added responsibility on researchers in this arena. Harmful past
research placed the added burden on researchers, who had to prove their
authenticity and intent. This is a logical consequence of past and current
transgressions on indigenous groups and may have led to the especially
strong relations that were forged. The additional sacrifice and responsibility
in working with indigenous groups gave rise to the personal and spiritual
growth that researchers experienced. Many researchers expressed having
their perspective and awareness enhanced, and indigenous researchers
spoke about the spiritual nature of their journey.

Implications

These findings provide researchers, academia, and funding agencies with
a rich description of what work with indigenous communities is like.
Researchers expressed strain in trying to find harmony among competing
demands. It was apparent that although the challenges and complexities
of this type of work were high, so too were the advantages and rewards
of this work for researchers. The purpose and standards of conventional
research often did not fit for work with indigenous groups. This was
largely because research had traditionally been conducted from a Western,
Eurocentric worldview, which often clashed with the indigenous worldview.
To balance this bias, researchers can collaborate with indigenous institu-
tions, such as tribal colleges, to conduct research in a culturally respectful
way. Because reciprocity is a fundamental value among indigenous groups,
research grants should be written in a way so that tribal college institutions
can directly benefit from this collaboration. Because there is a lack of highly
trained indigenous professionals and research on indigenous topics requires
an extensive set of skills, support for indigenous students to gain experience
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Research with Indigenous Communities 293

in this research is also needed. In order to make space for culturally compe-
tent indigenous research, it was clear that conventional research paradigms
needed to be more inclusive and flexible to meet the unique demands of this
work. The extra resources and time needed to build trust, to travel to remote
sites, and to meet the demands of academia, funding agencies, and indige-
nous communities were substantial. Structural supports for researchers who
mediate these multiple demands are warranted to ensure that researchers
are able to continue to do this work and focus on conducting research in a
culturally competent and non-harming way.

The evidence that research with indigenous groups required personal
and academic resources above and beyond conventional research poses sev-
eral challenges. The striking mental health disparities present for indigenous
groups are an indication of the effort needed for the improved well-being
of indigenous groups. The importance of reciprocity, providing a service
through research, and having tangible benefits for indigenous community
members is integral for people for whom there is such a need for ser-
vices. If additional resources and supports are not provided to bolster
researchers and communities to work toward the improved well-being of
indigenous groups, the understanding of these chronic disparities may not
be uncovered. Researchers expressed the tendency of indigenous issues to
be invisible to mainstream culture, and thus neglected. In order for the
United States to meet their trust responsibility of health care to indigenous
communities, culturally sensitive research must be conducted to under-
stand indigenous issues. By building trust with indigenous communities
and conducting research in a collaborative and culturally sensitive way, the
reputation of research may be recast in a positive and credible light.

Strengths, Limitations, and Suggestions for Future Researchers

There are several limitations to this study. Because this is a purposive qual-
itative study, it cannot be generalized beyond these participants. Though
participants from this study represented a heterogeneous and interdisci-
plinary cross-section of researchers, the perspectives of other researchers
could vary. Because this study did not include researchers who attempted
to conduct research with indigenous communities and did not succeed in
this endeavor, the variability in their experiences is unknown. Finally, this
study includes the perspectives of researchers only; replicating the study
with indigenous community participants to see how their accounts match
up would provide valuable additional insight and information.

Despite these limitations, this study has many strengths. It illuminates
the lived experience of researchers working with indigenous groups. It
incorporates numerous strategies to establish scientific rigor, which results
in credible and trustworthy results. The descriptions of researchers’ experi-
ences demonstrates the considerable impact of history on indigenous people
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294 C. E. Burnette et al.

in the United States. The results demonstrate that when researchers prove
to be trustworthy and safe, profound connections can develop. Although
establishing trust is important in order to be able to conduct ethical research
with indigenous communities, it is unknown whether trust building yields
more effective research for indigenous communities. Future research that
examines the impact of trust building on research effectiveness is needed to
inform this question.

Researchers identified numerous suggestions for establishing trusting
relationships with indigenous communities. Many researchers highlighted
the importance of having positive intentions and being transparent and
authentic in their interactions with indigenous communities. Demonstrating
a willingness to commit to long-term work with indigenous communities
and providing tangible benefits to communities also aided in trust building.
Long-term commitment and qualities of flexibility and a sense of humor also
aided in this process. Future researchers can learn from these experiences
to foster strong research collaborations with indigenous communities. The
considerable investment by researchers and indigenous communities could
provide for rewarding and mutually beneficial experiences for both groups.
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