
Volume 9, Issue 1 (2020)  

https://ucalgary.ca/journals/jisd 

E-ISSN 2164-9170 

pp. i-iii 

 

 

Implementing Indigenous Research Methodologies: Introduction to the Special Issue 

 

Mary Kate Dennis  

University of Manitoba 

 

The focus of this special issue is how Indigenist researchers implement Indigenous 

methodologies. The catalyst for this special issue, Dr. Michael A. Hart, elicited submissions from 

social work researchers to share the ways in which they practice Indigenous methodologies in their 

research. There is a small but growing literature on the philosophies of Indigenous methodologies 

and very little on the implementation of Indigenist research methods. Indigenist research practices 

are based in Indigenism, the Indigenous perspectives, knowledges, and practices that are based 

upon our long-held values, beliefs, and ways of being in the world that are lived out considering 

the present contexts we are in and relied upon as means to overcome the colonial oppression we 

continue to face. This collection of articles represents the application of Indigenist research 

methods, a reflection and sharing of insights for social work researchers thereby making important 

contributions to the literature.   

My own relationship to Indigenous methodologies began when I was a doctoral student. I 

had the benefit of studying Indigenous research methodologies in a Native Studies course which 

brought to the fore the philosophical underpinnings of the Indigenist focused research including 

the often cited and foundational text Decolonizing Methodologies by Linda Smith (1999). For my 

dissertation, I conducted research with American Indian Elders living on a reservation. When I 

returned to campus after completing the research, I was alerted to new publications (at the time) 

by Kovach (2009) and Wilson (2008) who were foundational in further explicating the 

epistemologies in Indigenous methodologies.  

Two important aspects of Indigenous methodologies are the relational approach and 

reciprocity for working with individuals and communities.  It was refreshing to read these 

Indigenous methodological texts and to know that I could tell the fuller truth about how I 
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Abstract

 Research with indigenous communities is one of the few areas of research 

encompassing profound controversies, complexities, ethical responsibilities, and 

historical context of exploitation and harm. Often this complexity becomes 

overwhelmingly apparent to the early career researcher who endeavors to make 

meaningful contributions to decolonizing research. Decolonizing research has the 

capacity to be a catalyst for the improved wellbeing and positive social change among 

indigenous communities and beyond. T e purpose of this critical analysis is to reach 

harmony across mainstream and indigenous research contexts. We martial critical 

theory to deconstruct barriers to decolonizing research, such as power inequities, 

and identify strategies to overcome these barriers. First, we critically analyze the 

historical context of decolonizing research with indigenous communities. Next, 

we analyze the concept of “ insider” and “outsider” research. We identify barriers 

and strategies toward f nding harmony across indigenous and mainstream research 

paradigms and contexts. 

 Few areas encompass the profound controversy, complexities, ethical 

responsibilities, and historical context as research with indigenous communities 

(Burnette &  Sanders, 2014; Burnette, Sanders, Butcher, &  Salois, 2011; Deloria, 

1991; Smith, 2007; Smith, 2012). T e depth of this tension is overwhelmingly 

apparent to the early career researcher who endeavors to make meaningful 

contributions through research with indigenous communities (Burnette &  Sanders, 

2014; Burnette, Sanders, Butcher, &  Rand, 2014). As Mihesuah (2006) aptly notes, 

“So many indigenous people and our allies are f nding their voices, and they are 

expressing their thoughts. But speaking out can still be precarious, especially for 

those who haven’t graduated or haven’t received tenure…” (p. 131).
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collaborated with the Elders, how we co-construct our relationship and the conversations, building 

the story and understanding of their lives.  In working with my committee, I vividly remember 

sharing with them that the Elders had the power in the relationship, they would guide the 

conversation and share what they wanted me to know. Being able to describe this more realistically 

and revealing the intellectual as well as the spiritual connections related to conducting research 

with Indigenous Elders was transformative. 

The transmission of Indigenous knowledges is relational and is a by-product of 

relationships related to language, the land, and people. A component of Indigenous methodologies 

is knowing one’s place as a helper or recipient of knowledge development by understanding fully 

the responsibilities to the Indigenous people, communities and lands that share the knowledge.  

For us, this is an interactive exchange; it is not only extraction of knowledge, but there is a giving 

by the researchers. There are ethics related to the sharing of the knowledge, and inherently this is 

a challenge to the western academy and their approaches related to knowledge.  

  The authors curated in this special issue effectively illustrate that there is no single 

Indigenous method. The application of Indigenist philosophies is as unique as the researcher and 

their cultures and practices, their collaborators, and the communities they engage in their research 

activities. The authors reinforce that there is no checklist or list of steps that can be taken in 

practicing the tenets of Indigenist research methods. This research is personal, layered holistically 

and grounded in our own cultures.  In some ways, we are asking the academy to slow down and to 

embrace the possibility that knowledge production may or may not be intended for wide 

circulation. After the research process, the community and researchers may conclude that the 

knowledge produced or curated is not for wider consumption, that it is for us or even just for the 

community where the research took place.  The authors in this special issue illustrate how 

important this work is to our communities, and we thank you for your contributions and insights 

in sharing the implementation of Indigenous research methodologies. 
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