
Image by Hans Braxmeier, Pixabay

Do indigenous research methods 
have anything to offer western 
research participants?

Background
Te Ārai, our bi-cultural research group with the 
guidance of our kaumātua rŌpū, has adopted a way 
of working that involves the use of a protocol for 
post-bereavement interviews with Māori and non- 
Māori research participants.(1)  The protocol employs 
ethical care processes underpinned by Kaupapa 
Māori research principles: whakawhanaungatanga, 
manaakitanga and mana as well as core practices 
such as karakia, koha and the sharing of kai. 
(See text box for an explanation of terms).

Aim
To explore how non-Māori research participants 
(n=39) who completed in-person, post-bereavement 
interviews about a family member’s end of life 
experiences, reacted to the application of Māori 
ethical care processes during their interviews.   

Methods
Cooperative inquiry informed by researcher 
reflections and field notes provided the 
data for a thematic analysis.  

Results 
The isolation of key themes revealed participants’ 
views on the essential principles and core practices 
underpinning the Māori ethical care processes applied 
in the interviews. Examples are provided here:

• Using a combination of research values involving 
whanaungatanga, manaakitanga and koha helped 
to buffer the difficulty for bereaved participants 
to engage in the study. For example, a participant 
commented on the researchers’ considerate approach: 

• [Margaret said] you researchers were ‘very 
sensitive’ and more ‘sensitivity is needed to 
work with older people and family who love 
and care for them’. (TMM field notes)

• [In a text message Arlene thanked the researchers for 
the gift [koha of $80] and Mallowpuffs which she said 
‘Was unexpected – very kind of you’ (TMM field notes).

•  Many participants explained that they had agreed to 
participate in the research process to honour their 
deceased loved one. We saw this as an expression 
of their manaakitanga towards the loved older 
(deceased) person. For example, following her 
interview Joy said in a text message: 
I was uplifted by you!! … I did the [interview] for 
Mum but it has been a blessing for me.  God bless 
you in your work precious lady. (TMM, field notes).

 

Discussion 
The principles of whakawhanaungatanga, manaakitanga 
and mana as implemented in our post-bereavement 
interviews have similarities to the feminist notion of 
an ethics of care. An ethics of care positions care 
as a fundamental activity that all humans need at 
various points in their lives, and posits its practice 
as a moral obligation.(2) It also acknowledges that 
the self is a self in relationship and emphasises our 
responsibilities to others as well as ourselves.(3) As 
researchers, this means ensuring that the wellbeing of 
participants is central to the research process.(4, 5) 

Yet a fundamental difference between the two 
paradigms exists. A Māori worldview, with its emphasis 
on establishing and maintaining relationships,(6) 
places an obligation on the researcher to nurture 
the relationship outside the confines of the research 
framework. Cultural and social responsibility 
lies at the heart of a Māori ethical framework. 
Therefore, the relationship between researchers 
and participants transcends the research and 
cannot be discarded when the work is finished.(7)

Conclusion 
Indigenous researchers, including the Māori of New 
Zealand, have adapted western research methods 
for use with Indigenous populations. This research 
explores how Indigenous research designs might, 
in turn, be used with non-Indigenous groups.
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Definitions
Whakawhanaungatanga – process of establishing 
relationships, relating well to others.
Manaakitanga – hospitality, kindness, generosity, support - the 
process of showing respect, generosity and care for others.
Mana - prestige, authority, control, power, influence, status, spiritual power, 
charisma - mana is a supernatural force in a person, place or object.
Koha - gift, present, offering, donation, contribution - especially one 
maintaining social relationships and has connotations of reciprocity.
Karakia - ritual chants, say grace, pray, recite a prayer, chant.
Kai - food, meal
(Source – Māori Dictionary: https://maoridictionary.co.nz/)


