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Abstract 

The aim of this study is to explore if Western researchers with different academic backgrounds               

comply with requests articulated by Indigenous scholars in establishing relationships with           

Indigenous Sámi reindeer herders. I examine if the researchers’ motivations, attitude and their             

possible decolonizing approaches are in accordance with the requests of Indigenous scholars,            

and how these differ between social and natural scientists. The results illustrate that the              

researchers’ general mindset, as well as their decolonizing approaches - if existing - only partly               

meet the requests of Indigenous scholars. However, the herders are still interested in             

participating in research projects, even though the outcomes of these projects often do not              

seem to have direct positive effects on the reindeer herding community. The differences             

between social and natural scientists are not strongly pronounced and may possibly be caused              

by other factors than the academic background only. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, the interest in Traditional Knowledge held by Indigenous peoples around the              

globe has increased immensely, as researchers more and more recognize its significance            

(Berkes, Colding and Folke 2000, 1251; Löf and Stinnerbom 2016, 137; Parsons, Nalau and              

Fisher 2017, 7). This growing interest is mainly due to the many environmental problems the               

world is facing today, including climate change, the loss of biodiversity, and the need for               

sustainable resource management (Berkes, Colding and Folke 2000, 1251; Gadgil, Berkes and            

Folke 1993, 151). Indigenous peoples and their lands are particularly affected by these             

problems (Ford 2012, 1260; Salick and Byg 2007, 4). As Indigenous peoples inhabit their lands               

since time immemorial and are active parts in their respective ecosystems, their Traditional             

Knowledge can play an important part in finding solutions for the imminent environmental             

problems that ecosystems, including humans, face today (Salik and Byg 2007, 4). 

For exchanging knowledge in a mutually satisfying way, successful communication between           

involved participants is fundamental. Western science and Traditional Knowledge are two very            

different knowledge systems that have developed completely different strategies to generate           

and convey knowledge (Mazzocchi 2006, 464). If representatives of both knowledge systems            

want to communicate, this attempt can be impossible if there is a lack of awareness regarding                

the fundamental differences between them. 

Communication between Western science and Traditional Knowledge is further complicated by           

the shared history of colonialism and imperialism. Over the centuries, Europeans colonized the             

lands of Indigenous peoples all over the world, denied them their sovereignty and dictated both               

the shape and the quality of Indigenous peoples’ lives for centuries. This left its mark on the                 

relationship between the West and those colonized, and is to this day often a hindrance for                

successful communication (Smith 2012, 1-10; Jones and Jenkins 2008). 

In spite of this difficult history, there are problems which need to be solved together, like the                 

effects of climate change. Circumarctic regions are increasingly affected by climate change            

(ACIA 2004, 4-20; Hassol and Corell 2006; Larsen et al. 2014) and resource extraction, such as                

mining, wind power and forestry, including the northern parts of Fennoscandia (Larsen et al.              
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2017; Eythorsson and Thuestad 2015, 133). These areas are the traditional homeland of the              

Indigenous Sámi. In combination, environmental and societal changes put immense pressure in            

particular on the reindeer herding Sámi (Löf and Stinnerbom 2016, 137). A collaboration             

between the reindeer herders and researchers is therefore necessary, both to safeguard the             

reindeer herders’ rights, and because the reindeer herders’ Traditional Knowledge is important            

to respond to the dramatic transformations occurring in Fennoscandia. 

The aim of this study is to explore if Western researchers with different academic backgrounds               

comply with requests articulated by Indigenous scholars in establishing relationships with           

reindeer herders. To achieve this, I conduct interviews with researchers who have substantial             

and ongoing experience in working with reindeer herders in Fennoscandia and compare the             

researchers’ approaches in establishing relationships with those indicated by Indigenous          

scholars. I will address the following research questions: 

• Are the researchers’ motivations to work with reindeer herders, as well as their              

general attitude towards the herders, in accordance with the demands articulated by the             

Indigenous scholars? 

• Do the researchers establish decolonizing approaches when working with reindeer           

herders, and do these approaches meet the demands of the Indigenous scholars? 

• Do the approaches in establishing relationships with reindeer herders differ between            

natural scientists and social scientists? 
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2. Background 

2.1 Western Science & Traditional Knowledge 

The knowledge systems of both Western science and Traditional Knowledge are similar in the              

sense that both accumulate observations, but also differ in essential ways (Berkes, Colding and              

Folke 2000, 1251). 

2.1.1 Western Science 

Western science is a product of Western culture. It has its roots in the philosophy of Ancient                 

Greece and is strongly influenced by the period of Enlightenment, the period approximately             

between the 17th century and early 19th century (Mazzocchi 2006, 463; Berkes 2012, 277).              

Though there are different terms used to describe this phenomenon, e.g. Modern science,             

Western knowledge, Western scientific knowledge, the characteristics are the same. Western           

science has been dominated by positivism since the early 17th century. Positivism is a              

philosophical theory, which claims that knowledge is to be perceived through sensory            

experience, and interpreted through logic and reason. The resulting knowledge is then seen as              

the exclusive truth. The role of science is to discover these truths - and its final goal to predict                   

and control nature (Berkes 2012, 276). Western science uses analytical and reductionist            

methods. It separates its objects of study from their indispensable context by “putting them in               

simplified and controllable experimental environments” (Mazzocchi 2006, 464). This also means           

that scientists are detached from the object of their studies (ibid.). A fundamental characteristic              

of Western science is the accumulation and advancement of knowledge. However, knowledge            

is not only facts, but also “a social activity, not the passive and ‘neutral’ reception of raw, ‘pure’                  

observational data by presocial individuals” (Plumwood 2002, 43). 

2.1.2 Traditional Knowledge 

Traditional Knowledge on the other hand is a term to describe experience- or praxis-based              

knowledge, often related to Indigenous peoples or other rural communities that practice            

subsistence livelihoods. As compared to Western science, Traditional Knowledge can be           
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described as a holistic knowledge-practice-belief complex, tested by trial-and-error over          

generations (Berkes, Colding and Folke 2000, 1252). Within Traditional Knowledge, the world is             

perceived as an “integrated whole” (Magga 2005). Generalizations are made as well, but only              

concerning values, for example the significance of reciprocity and respect, as well as the notion               

that humans cannot predict and control nature (Berkes 2012, 279). Even here, there is no               

consensus on a uniform term, and Traditional Knowledge is often interchangeably used with             

the terms traditional ecological knowledge, Indigenous knowledge or local knowledge. All these            

terms may have slightly different meanings, but have the same underlying characteristics            

(Mazzocchi 2006, 463). 

Even today, Indigenous peoples in general are still socially, spiritually, culturally, and            

economically dependent on their lands, and see themselves as an equivalent part of the              

environment. For many non-indigenous people though, this interrelatedness vanished many          

generations ago, partly due to colonization and modernisation, which supports the worldview            

of individualism. Kuokkanen (2010) argues that this “worldview considers dependency and           

responsibility as negative” (Kuokkanen 2010, 62). 

The fundamental differences between Western science and Traditional Knowledge show that           

Traditional knowledge systems are often not consistent with the positivist-reductionist          

paradigm of Western science - and have therefore been displaced by Western science (Berkes              

2012, 278). 

2.2 The Importance of Traditional Knowledge 

There are two crucial reasons why Traditional Knowledge is important. First, Traditional            

Knowledge is the essential core of Indigenous peoples’ identity and culture, and therefore             

needs to be protected (UN 1992, 1-2 and 6). Secondly, Traditional Knowledge contains             

important and indispensable wisdom needed for the environmental problems we face today.            

The importance of Traditional Knowledge for the achievement of sustainable development and            

the protection of biodiversity is more and more being acknowledged internationally, as            

societies practicing traditional livelihoods are more interested in preserving their own social,            

cultural and environmental stability than they are in maximising production. Therefore Western            
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science is increasingly interested in studying and implementing Traditional Knowledge          

(Mazzocchi 2006, 463). 

Western science on the other hand is much more valued and accepted as evidence base in the                 

West, especially in politics, and therefore dominates the policy making. It seems as only if               

Western science is able to communicate with Traditional Knowledge, and thus being able to              

integrate parts of Traditional Knowledge into the understanding and philosophy of Western            

science, Traditional Knowledge is recognized as having a certain ‘value’ or contribution, and             

thus be implemented in policy making. However, Western science is just one cultural             

perspective. There are different knowledge systems existing in the world, and in its own              

context, each is legitimate in its own right. 

2.3 The History of Colonialism and Imperialism 

It is impossible to write about the Western civilization and Indigenous peoples without             

emphasizing the shared past of European colonialism and imperialism. Colonialism is a strategy             

and process to seize and annex foreign territories. The colonizers, convinced of their racial              

superiority, aimed successfully at having both political and economic influence over the            

colonized territories, and to finally integrate them in their own sphere of control to have all                

power for free exploitation. To accomplish this, the local population, the Indigenous peoples,             

were subdued, dislodged and suffered genocide (Gregory et al. 2009, 94-98 and 373-374).             

Those who survived were separated from their lands, their relatives, their histories and             

languages, their ways of thinking and how they interacted with the world around them (Smith               

2012, 29). 

According to Smith (2012), Western research is “inextricably linked to European imperialism            

and colonialism. The word itself ‘research’, is probably one of the dirtiest words in the               

Indigenous world’s vocabulary” (Smith 2012, 1). Indigenous peoples have suffered, and in a way              

still do to this day, inhuman and degrading treatment from the colonizers, which also includes               

the ways in which they have been ‘researched’ and dehumanized over the centuries (Smith              

2012, 2-9). This history, still strong and vivid in the minds of Indigenous peoples, makes a                

neutral and respectful approach very difficult even today. 
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2.4 Reindeer Herders in Sápmi 

In Northern Europe, the Indigenous people are the Sámi. Their homeland, Sápmi, includes the              

Northern part of Norway, Sweden, and Finland, as well as the Kola Peninsula in Russia (see Fig.                 

1). The Sámi have inhabited their lands since time immemorial. Apart from being a geographical               

area, Sápmi is also a cultural unity with its own languages, but separated by national borders                

(Sametinget 2016). 

 

Fig. 1: Map of Fennoscandia showing the geographical area of Sápmi (outlined in red). 

There are approximately 80.000-100.000 Sámi living in these four countries, but only a minority              

of them are reindeer herders. In Sweden, for example, there are around 20.000-35.000 Sámi,              

10-15% of whom are active reindeer herders (Sametinget 2016). Due to their close connection              

to the natural environment, reindeer herders have a particular role as Traditional            

Knowledge-holders. Apart from herding, Sámi livelihoods also include hunting, fishing, and           
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handicraft. To maintain their livelihood, especially reindeer herding, the herders strongly           

depend on their lands and its natural resources. 

Even though the colonization process in Northern Europe was gradual and slow, it was no less                

pernicious in its attempt to destroy the Sámis’ culture and identity: from destroying their              

religion, over forbidding them to use their own languages, to assimilating them into society -               

not to mention the dehumanizing tests in the early 20th century. These traumas are still vivid in                 

the Sámis’ minds, as Löf and Stinnerbom (2016) write about their experiences while working              

with reindeer herders themselves. One herder asked whether their project was “any different             

from the skull measurements carried out in the 1930s and 1940s by researchers acting on               

behalf of a colonial government” (Löf and Stinnerbom 2016, 149). 

Though the rights of the reindeer herders in Fennoscandia differ between the relevant             

governments, Sámi rights to land and water, as well as self-determination in general have a               

weak legal position. Neither Sweden nor Finland, for example, have yet ratified the ILO 169,               

which would support the rights of the Sámi on a national level (Sametinget 2018). The               

governments’ increased interest in the herders’ knowledge is mainly due to a deteriorating             

environment (Green 2010, 120). 

Researchers with different academic backgrounds are interested in diverse aspects of the            

reindeer herders’ knowledge. Natural scientists working on climate change may be interested in             

the herders’ observations of natural phenomena, such as changes in treeline dynamics or             

winter weather throughout the years, and how the herders adapt to these changes. Social              

scientists may explore the relationship between the government or major society and the             

reindeer herders to develop their self-determination, and how the rights to land and water              

should be understood. 
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3. Theoretical Framework: Indigenous Methodologies 

The question of how a respectful communication between researchers and Traditional           

Knowledge-holders can be facilitated has been, and still is, the subject of research around the               

world. If researchers want, need, or have to do research with, or on, Indigenous peoples, it is                 

important to be aware of a number of ethical guidelines for a respectful, and potentially               

successful collaboration. There are many authors writing about the importance of this            

awareness and expressing their demands of how researchers should act during and after             

research projects, and emphasize the significance of an appropriate attitude towards the            

Indigenous peoples. In this thesis, I focus on the experience and advice of three Indigenous               

scholars, coming from three different countries: Margaret Kovach from Canada, Rauna           

Kuokkanen from Finland, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith from New Zealand. 

Even though Traditional Knowledge is place-specific, and therefore unique for each of the             

different Indigenous peoples around the world, the different elemental epistemologies and           

approaches centered in Indigenous traditions are often more familiar between different           

Indigenous peoples despite their different backgrounds, compared to methodologies from          

Western research approaches (Kovach 2009, 37-38). This means, that especially Indigenous           

researchers who are deeply rooted in their own Indigenous culture differ slightly in their              

demands in how research with their own Indigenous communities should be conducted.            

Nevertheless, the core points are similar. Though deeply interconnected, these can be            

summarized as firstly the researchers’ motivation and attitude, and secondly decolonizing           

approaches, which include the notion of giving back and speaking the language of the              

Indigenous peoples. 

3.1 The Researchers’ Motivation and Attitude 

Western researchers’ motivation to conduct research with, or on, Indigenous peoples in the             

first place should derive from the needs of the Indigenous communities, and also benefit them               

in the end. Being aware of one’s motivation also implies reflecting on one’s self-location,              

situating oneself in relation to the research, and being critical about one’s own assumptions              
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(Kuokkanen 2010, 66-67; Kovach 2009, 50 and 111-112). This includes in particular the             

researchers’ attitude towards the Indigenous peoples, their culture and livelihood. 

Also essential is respect, which should permeate the whole research project. This implies that              

research should be conducted in a mutual respectful way, and in line with the traditional values                

of the Indigenous communities, if need be even in alliance with certain cultural protocols              

(Kuokkanen 2010, 66; Kovach 2009, 19; Smith 2012). Another expression of respect is the              

importance of pre-existing and ongoing relationships for building trust, and that the research is              

not based on extractive approaches (Kovach 2009, 29 and 51). 

3.2 Decolonizing Approaches 

During the whole research project, decolonizing approaches should be established. This means            

on the one hand, that one needs to be aware of the fact that the collaborating partners are                  

Indigenous peoples, and that this indigenousness is central to the research, not just an              

afterthought in the margins of the researcher’s consciousness. A decolonizing approach also            

implies that, after a very long and excruciating time of exploitation, one aim of research               

projects should be to give power back to the Indigenous participants (Kuokkanen 2010, 67;              

Kovach 2009, 82; Smith 2012, 41). To establish decolonizing approaches also means that             

research should not be used as a tool for continued colonization and the exploitation of               

Indigenous peoples’ knowledge, but should rather serve to eradicate the damaging elements            

which still are active relics from colonization (Kuokkanen 2010, 66; Smith 2012, 1). 

3.2.1 Giving Back 

The perhaps most important aspect is that of giving back. To give back can be done in different                  

ways, for example in terms of new knowledge, or shared benefits. However, it is important to                

give back in a way that is appropriate and meaningful for the Indigenous participants,              

benefitting the Indigenous community. Giving back can also imply to acknowledge the needs of              

Indigenous peoples already when formulating the research questions (Kuokkanen 2010, 66;           

Kovach 2009, 81-82). 
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3.2.2 Speaking the Indigenous Language 

Some authors also mention the importance of speaking the Indigenous language of the             

collaborating Indigenous communities, which is more than only an expression of respect.            

Culture and language are deeply interconnected. As the worldviews and basic assumptions of             

Indigenous and Western people are incongruent, it is especially difficult to grasp deeper             

meanings in the stories of the Indigenous peoples through simple translations (Kovach 2009,             

30; Smith 2012, 52-55). 
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4. Method 

4.1 Study Design 

The study was a qualitative study, based on semi-structured interviews with open-ended            

questions. The interviews were conducted individually, both to safeguard the researchers’           

anonymity, and because the researchers lived in very different places within Sweden and             

Norway. By interviewing individually, I also had the opportunity to ask more detailed questions              

when necessary, and to adapt my questions to the respective interviewee. 

4.2 Selection of Interviewees 

The researchers were selected in two different ways. Two of the researchers I have met in the                 

past personally and knew that they are, and were, working with reindeer herders in              

Fennoscandia. The other two were identified through a snowball method. A problem with the              

snowball method is that the researchers might know each other and might therefore have              

similar attitudes and approaches. I do not know if they all know one another, but I have no                  

indication of collaborating works (e.g. through co-authored papers) between the most of them.             

Originally, five interviews were planned, but one interviewee had to cancel the interview at              

short notice. 

Important for the selection of suitable researchers were different criteria, as I was interested in               

a diverse background of my interviewees. Therefore, I chose researchers with different            

nationalities, different academic backgrounds, working in different countries, in different          

institutions, and different sexes (see Table 1). By choosing researchers with different            

backgrounds, i.e. two natural scientists and two social scientists, I hoped to get a more varied                

and nuanced picture on how Western scientists work with Traditional Knowledge and reindeer             

herders in their respective research. 
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Table 1: Characterisation of the interviewees: 

 Acronym Sex Discipline Nationality Employment at Work 
experience 
with 
reindeer 
herders 

Research 
area 

Social 
scientist 1 

S1 female political 
science 

Swedish Swedish university 11 years mainly 
Sweden 

Social 
scientist 2 

S2 female sociology Norwegian Research center in Norway 9-10 years primarily 
Norway 

Natural 
scientist 1 

N1 male ecology German Swedish university ca. 8 years mainly 
Sweden 

Natural 
scientist 2 

N2 male ecology Swedish Swedish university 20 years almost 
exclusively 
Sweden 

 

Furthermore, all the interviewees have an interdisciplinary background, either from additional           

studies, or from work experience within another academic field. One participant has practical             

experience in animal husbandry, yet not reindeer husbandry. None of the interviewees has a              

Sámi background. 

The interviewees were contacted by mail, informed about the purpose of the research, and              

asked to participate. After the researchers gave a positive reply, they were asked to choose               

both time and place for the interview. 

4.3 Data Collection 

The interviews took place between the 15th and the 20th of November 2019 during working               

time in the mornings. Two researchers were interviewed face-to-face, the other two via Skype.              

All interviews were conducted in English and, with the researchers’ consent, digitally recorded.             

Three of the interviews lasted between 45 and 50 minutes. One interviewee had just 30               

minutes time for the interview, which means that not all questions could be asked, and thus                

not all aspects be covered. During the interviews, an interview guide was used (see appendix).               

The interviews were transcribed verbatim, subsequent to the interviews. All interviewees were            

promised anonymity. 
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4.4 Data Analysis 

The interviews were analysed using qualitative content analysis, as described by Michael Quinn             

Patton: “content analysis is used to refer to any qualitative data reduction and sense-making              

effort that takes a volume of qualitative material and attempts to identify core consistencies              

and meanings” (Patton 2002, 453). 

The interviews were read several times to get an overview of the interviews as a whole. Then                 

the Interviews were analysed one after another by using codes. For this, the interviews were               

divided into units containing similar meanings, and, in accordance with its content, labelled             

with codes. The coding was done by hand, without using software. 

Some categories were already created during the design of the interview guide. However,             

based on the wealth of the empirical material, I developed new categories or expanded and               

adjusted my previous ones. Some of the codes could directly be grouped into categories, other               

codes needed to be grouped into sub-categories first, before grouped into a category (see Fig.               

2). 

 

Fig. 2: Example for the coding process. 
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5. Results 

5.1 The Researchers’ Motivation to work with Reindeer Herders 

The interviewees have very different reasons collaborating with reindeer herders. One           

researcher, S1, had grown up with close contacts with reindeer herders, which sparked her              

interest in exploring the Indigenous field. She also worked with vulnerable communities in Asia,              

using “different interactive research methods and collaborative techniques to highlight their           

perspectives and views”. This prompted her to continue that kind of research with reindeer              

herders as well. An additional motivation is the importance to do “critical, engaged, ethical              

research” to “address social injustices”. 

The other social scientist, S2, had already experience with practical work in pastoral industries,              

and was very interested in that field. A further motivation is to make the “reindeer herders                

knowledge visible”, for example in management and governance, for “better decision making”. 

For both ecologists, to work with herders is motivated by scientific interest, though N1 had this                

interest already before working with reindeer herders, and developed soon also a personal             

interest in the herders livelihood and their reindeer. N2 on the other hand had not worked with                 

herders initially, and was “gradually moving into that”. 

5.2 The Researchers’ Attitude 

5.2.1 The Researchers’ Attitude towards the Reindeer Herders’ Knowledge 

S1 declares being curious about the herders knowledge and perspectives, as “nobody knows             

better their reality than they do themselves”. She continues that “the point is never to set out                 

to test traditional, or Indigenous, or local knowledge to see whether it is true, [...] you can say                  

that they can have a certain perspective on reality, and that’s their truth” and “if it’s their                 

perspectives that I want to get, then there’s no sort of objective truth to that. It’s their                 

perspectives that is important”. She is also learning “lots from them in every encounter we               

have”, because “they are experts, I mean it’s only them who have the knowledge of what it                 

means to be a reindeer herder”.  
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S2 considers the reindeer herders’ knowledge “rich and so important” and “definitely respect[s]             

their knowledge”. She says having “learned a lot” due to the collaborations with the herders,               

the same statement uttered by N1, who also emphasizes his interest and respect for the               

herders’ knowledge. In addition, he does not validate Traditional Knowledge, and deems            

Traditional Knowledge and Western science having the same significance.  

N2 states that “every time you sat down and talked to the herders, you learned something                

new” which he calls a “reality check”, because “you could think that something was a certain                

way, but they were actually telling you how it was […] I learned something every time I talked                  

to them”. He goes on, that with passing time, there was “more an interest in trying to                 

document, and trying to understand how their knowledge of things can complement the type              

of knowledge that we [the researchers] have, because the knowledge systems are very             

different”. He therefore developed the wish “to actually understand it in a way that I can                

incorporate their knowledge in my research”.  

5.2.2 The Researchers’ Attitude towards the Sámi History 

For all interviewees it is important to be aware of the colonizing history in order to understand                 

the herders’ situation today, as well as their struggles. S1 calls this awareness even “essential”.               

N2 says “you can’t understand land use conflicts, for instance, if you don’t understand the               

history of why they have developed over time. So, and in that sense, colonialism is part of the                  

history that we need to understand”. As an example, he describes a situation during a research                

project on postcolonialism where a herder replied “what postcolonialism? We’re still           

colonized". He also declares that the herders “might be more skeptical about you because of               

the history, which means that it might be a little bit difficult, more difficult to build trust, than                  

somebody that doesn't have that history”. 

N1 says that because of that history he has a concomitant “responsibility to treat research               

projects together with Sámi participants as ethically correct” and also states having become             

“more sensitive” through the encounters with Sámi due to that history. 
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5.2.3 The Researchers’ Attitude towards the Reindeer Herders’ Culture 

Three of the interviewees are interested in the Sámi culture. S1 is even “very interested” as she                 

is used to the culture since childhood. S2 states that the Sámi culture is “part of my home and                   

my upbringing, and everything. It’s where I live in a Sámi area and it’s very important, and part                  

of the Norwegian, our country's history, also. And present.” N1 expresses the importance to              

“deal with the situation of Indigenous people that are still alive with the culture, and help them                 

to keep that culture according to their own preferences alive”. N2 on the other hand has no                 

deeper interest in the Sámi culture. 

5.2.4 The Researchers’ Attitude towards the Sámi Languages 

None of the interviewees speaks a Sámi language. S1 has “been thinking about learning a Sámi                

language for years, but I haven’t had the time to actually make it happen”, and says that it                  

would “definitely have added another dimension to the work that I’ve been doing”. Also S2               

states that she would have liked to learn a Sámi language, but sees no problem in not speaking                  

it, as in her working area, “it’s natural to speak Norwegian”. She adds that if she was to work in                    

Finnmark, “it would have been really useful to know some North Sámi”.  

Also N1 states having liked to learn North Sámi. For him it is important to give the participating                  

Sámi “the option to speak in their preferred language, which might not be Swedish, Norwegian               

or Finnish, but Sámi”. “Then”, he adds, “it would help to speak that language”, but in these                 

cases, he worked with interpreters. His experience is that some Sámi don’t speak a Sámi               

language any longer. 

5.2.5 The Researchers’ Attitude towards and Understanding for the Reindeer Herders in            

general 

All interviewees perceive the collaborations with reindeer herders as rewarding. Beyond that,            

S1 acknowledges a common research-fatigue within the reindeer herding community.          

According to her, this is due to the fact that the reindeer herders “have a lot of requests, from                   

students, from researchers, from universities, to collaborate in different things, and they don’t             

have the time to do so”. Also S2 stresses the awareness that herders are “involved in many                 
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projects” as well as “they are very much dependent on their animals, and nature, and the                

climate, the weather”. Therefore “we need to have the time and be flexible. That’s kind of one                 

of the most important issues, I would say”.  

That reindeer herders “don’t have unlimited time” is also recognised by N1, though not having               

encountered research-fatigue within the reindeer herding community himself. Apart from that,           

he perceives the herders as “really friendly and interested”. Also N2 finds that the herders in                

general are very positive towards, and interested in, being part of research projects. He is               

likewise aware of the limited time the herders have, and the amount of research requests they                

get. According to him, “there is this saying sometimes, from the reindeer herders, that, ok, I am                 

this and this, this my family, and this is my researcher. Because there are so many people                 

around them, want to do things”. He also says that the herders encounter all sorts of pressure,                 

the limited time they have, young herders “questioning if they want to continue with this or                

not” and continues with “I don’t understand how the herders can do this, because of the lack of                  

resources, the lack of support from society, racism sometimes, it’s gotta be really hard. Hard               

job. Or lifestyle, more”. He also has great respect for the herders attitude towards their               

livelihood, saying:  

The strong feelings that they have for their reindeer, is … I mean, this is [...] not an industrial                   

production. I have heard herders several times talk about how it feels when they come and find                 

reindeer killed by predators, for instance, sometimes even crying when doing this, and … just feel,                

understand this deep feeling that they have with the stuff that they are doing. So this is a lifestyle, this                    

is not a job, it’s not an industrial production, it’s not… this is something that’s really deep in what you                     

want to do. And that I wasn’t aware from the beginning. So that’s some of the things that I really… a                      

lot of respect for.  

On the other hand he states that it is “no different working with herders than working with                 

anybody else”, there are just “some practicalities that are a bit more tricky”, as it is “more                 

difficult to arrange meetings and that sort of thing. But just because they’re herders, or Sámi,                

doesn’t make them any different than anybody else you’re collaborating with”. He also makes it               

clear that “we’re not there as activists, or as some sort of spokesperson for reindeer               

husbandry”, but that “we have to do research” and that “there is knowledge that we need to                 

be able to move forward”. Furthermore, he thinks that “one should not over dramatize the               

indigenousness of some of these things”. 
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5.2.6 The Researchers’ Self-reflections  

S1 discloses that working with Indigenous peoples “demands a lot, it requires a lot” as “you are                 

constantly challenged and questioned as a researcher, because you can never shy away from              

the fact that you represent the state, and the colonial history, and research as an oppressive                

tool”. She continues that it is “something you have to deal with, and that’s not always                

comfortable”, and if she “didn’t think that it was important work, and that it was worthwhile,                

both from a larger societal perspective, but also from a personal point of view, I think it would                  

be hard to continue doing this kind of work”. She emphasizes that “working in this field requires                 

us to constantly challenge ourselves and the positionality we have” because of “being part of an                

establishment, and what that means when you come with power into marginalized groups and              

societies”. Also S2 stresses the need as a researcher “to take a step back” and reflect “your                 

views and thoughts”. 

5.3 The Collaboration 

5.3.1 Approach 

This subchapter includes both the researchers preparation for the collaborations with the            

reindeer herders, as well as possible strategies which are used by the interviewees during these               

collaborations. 

S1 says having practical strategies for the collaboration, which are to be adjusted in different               

contexts and different phases of the respective collaboration. However, it is essential for her              

not to “solely initiate research ideas, but that collaboration and research ideas develop from              

the interaction with the herding communities”. Additionally, if she has an idea for a research               

project, it would be “of highest importance that I have a long established relationship and a                

dialogue with herders to be able to take an idea back to them”. If, on the other hand, she is                    

approached by herders because they “need help on something”, or “feel at a loss [...] and don’t                 

know how [...] [they are] going to deal with climate change adaptation, for example, then, the                

pre-existing relationships are not of utmost importance”. Also an important point for her is to               

think from the very start of every research project “not how is this important for me, but if we                   

do a collaboration here, what will it render for the community, how can we make sure that we                  
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give something back”, as well as being transparent about the research. Here, she stresses the               

importance to “make sure that there are realistic expectations on what can come from a               

research collaboration; there are certain things that we won’t be able to do, and then it’s                

important to communicate that from the outset, so that everybody has a realistic             

understanding of what that is that we might be possible to do”. Apart from these more                

practical approaches, she also states that “you constantly have to revisit your position as a               

researcher in this field”, that she “can never step away from being a representative of the state                 

and of a colonial relationship and history” when she “venture[s] into these communities”. 

For S2, the collaboration is “more an iterative approach where we might call them up, talk                

about the issues, and then we might meet, and we talk several times back and forth around the                  

issues that we are dealing with”, and applies methodologies that social scientists learn at              

universities. She also finds an ongoing relationship not always necessary, but states that with              

such a relationship “you get deeper into the context” and so getting a deeper and richer                

understanding” of the situation. 

For N1, the preparation is “something that is ongoing all the time during research”. These               

preparations are both general and specific. The general preparation included an “ethical            

introduction in how to approach an Indigenous people” and “informing yourself about the             

history that these people have, including, of course, the colonial history”. The specific             

preparations entail, among other things, learning about “the particular situation in that herding             

community, that we are interested in, which were involved in that project, [...] the local realities                

for these people”, as well as informing yourself about Sámi rights and their self-determination.              

Even though he is aware of the general importance of integrating reindeer herders already in               

the research question, that is so far not the approach in his projects. Here, it was him or his                   

research collaborators who initiated the research question with which they approached the            

Sámi participants and asked about their willingness to participate. Very important to him is              

being clear from the start about what the research is about and what it will cover, along with                  

being open with the goals of the research, what it is you want to achieve, and involving the                  

herders as much as possible. 
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Researcher N2, having the longest experience of all interviewees in working with reindeer             

herders, observed that over time, “there’s a general shift in the research society, understanding              

that you, in general when it comes to Indigenous peoples, not just herders, but globally, that                

there has to be a bigger respect” and an increased “understanding that Traditional Knowledge              

has merits, in various ways”. In the beginning, he says, “it was more doing research on, but now                  

it’s more doing research with reindeer herders”, as it has been “more obvious that you need to                 

work with people, rather than doing research on people”. His recent work is more directed to                

discuss with the herders, and less “looking into data”. His general approach includes to “inform               

the herders what is happening during the research”, and “try to do this sort of ‘free and prior                  

consent’ before we do things”. He also states, that a long and ongoing relationship is not                

needed for all research, but that a “very long and trustful relationship” is important if the                

research is “sensitive and deep”.  

5.3.2 Trust 

For being able to build trust with reindeer herders, S1 considers it as important to demonstrate                

how the collaboration will be beneficial for the herders themselves. Further it is important to               

show “that I understand some of the challenges that they are facing, so that they can feel                 

certain that their perspective is mirrored by the work that I do”. She also emphasizes the                

importance of developing “trust and legitimacy in each respective situation with every            

individual and every herder and every community member that participates”. The already            

developed trust, she says, is “not something that can be easily transferred to a new context, but                 

you have to start from scratch every time”.  

S2 considers trust as something that “comes or does not come as time goes by”, and not having                  

“thought about that I have to do this or that to build trust”. She nevertheless stresses the                 

importance of both being ethically correct, and that the herders “feel that the research is               

relevant for them”. 

At the very beginning of his research, N1 was introduced to reindeer herders by both his PhD                 

supervisors, who “already had kind of a good standing relationship to some reindeer herding              

communities in Sweden”, and states that he benefited from that. For building trust, he              
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continues, you need “to be open with what your goals are, what you want to achieve, to make                  

that clear from the start, and, of course, involving them as much as possible”, as well as                 

“keeping the relationship [with the herders] ongoing”. Then, he states, “trust, hopefully, comes             

during that research project, when you are open to their kind of knowledge, perceptions, the               

things they wish to tell, or not to tell, simply to recognize their kind of experiences and                 

knowledge”. 

N2 states “either you have trust with people or you don’t”, and that it is “the same as                  

everywhere else in society, it’s not different”. However, he says that “we have always tried to                

listen more than we talk, to hear their views of things”, and also “being honest and not using                  

them [the herders]”. 

5.3.3 Responsibility 

S1 considers a researchers’ responsibility as “really big [...] when working with groups that              

traditionally and historically, and structurally have been marginalized compared to the majority            

population, especially if you yourself are from that majority population”. She also argues that              

“the more marginalized and vulnerable the group is, the larger the responsibility for the              

researcher to make sure that no harm comes from the participation, and the more important of                

making sure that providing a benefit back to the community [...] and both of those descriptions                

apply to reindeer herders”. She continues that it is her “responsibility [...] to show them that                

research can be done in responsible and ethical and useful ways”, and to demonstrate “that               

their knowledge is valued, and that their perspectives are valued, and that their participation in               

our collaborations will bring something worthwhile for them in return”. 

N1 sees a certain responsibility in the light of “what the Sámi as a people have gone through in                   

the interactions with researchers, or the colonizing population in the past”. It is important “to               

treat research projects together with Sámi participants as ethically correct, [...] to involve them              

from the very start of the project, [...] [to] be clear and open what your aims are, what your                   

methods are, and also open to, for example, suggestions from their side, things that could be                

changed, questions that should be asked differently, or not asked at all”. He goes on saying that                 

there is “a responsibility to involve the herders as active partners in research projects and not                
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as research objects in your project”, and that “of course, treating knowledge that they are open                

to share with you, with respect”. 

N2 states having “a responsibility to be clear what we’re doing, to give knowledge back - once                 

we have it, and [...] if we’re collaborating with them they need to be informed of what’s                 

happening, of course. It’s no different from any other collaboration.” 

5.3.4 Indicators of Success 

In terms of the collaborations’ possible success, S1 states that this “is one of the questions that                 

we need to address at the start of every collaboration and every project; what will it mean if                  

this particular process or project will be successful, how can we measure that?”. She considers               

a research project as successful, if the reindeer herding community is provided with “practical              

tools, results, […] or insights which can help them in their everyday life”, and also, “if I, as a                   

researcher, am able to get some kind of scientific product, such as a paper”. Another indicator                

of success for her is “if both the herders and I as a researcher regard the collaboration as                  

beneficial and we would like to collaborate again, then those are also generic signals, that the                

research has been successful”. 

For N1, the first indicator of success is, “if you see that you have come up with an idea that                    

seems relevant for the reindeer herders to participate in [...] if you come up with something                

that is worth sharing with the herders”. He also considers a research project as successful if the                 

herders benefit from the research “in a variety of ways that are specific to the particular                

project”. Another indicator for a successful collaboration is “the outcome of the whole project,              

[...] if you are able to either publish something as a researcher, then, of course, for your                 

personal career, that’s a success”. 

N2 deems a collaboration successful “from a research point of view” if “it produces knowledge               

and papers” which is “one of the things that researchers measure”, and concludes with “if it has                 

been successful for the herders, you have to ask the herders”. 
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5.4 The Benefits of the Research 

The interviewees have a slightly different primary focus on whom the research should benefit.              

For researcher S1 it is of utmost importance that the research benefits the collaborating              

herding communities, but also the research community at large for the provision of new              

perspectives, ideas, and knowledge. S2 expresses her hope that the research benefits the             

society at large, and reindeer husbandry in particular. She hopes for knowledge building within              

different levels of society, both locally and regionally. 

N1’s opinion is that the research should benefit both participant and researcher, as he              

describes the pressure to publish within the field of natural science. He also expresses his hope                

for an increased understanding and improvement for the Sámi situation. N2 sees the benefit of               

research in a general increase of knowledge. 

5.5 Giving Back 

All interviewees consider giving back as important, though they have different reasons and             

ways to do so, and also different experience with it.  

Interviewee S1 stresses that giving back needs to be addressed throughout a research             

collaboration, not just at the end of it, and that it must “provide value back to the community”.                  

This includes that the results of the research are communicated to other stakeholders, societal              

actors, and at a policy level. Furthermore, she is accentuating a variety of ways to give back,                 

which can be done on a concrete level, like a product, knowledge, or recommendations, but               

also sharing expertise in both “a connected or not connected area”, for example to help the                

herders to apply for funds so that they can work on different issues on their own, or providing                  

the young herders with skills and expertise that they can interview the Elders and document               

their knowledge themselves - and not needing researchers doing it. 

Also S2 emphasizes that giving back is a constant issue during research projects, and also points                

out the importance that the herders “need to feel that the research is relevant for them”. Her                 

focus in giving back lies less in giving information back to the herding community, as “they                

already have the information they share”. As the herders are part of the Norwegian society and                
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“not living separate from the rest”, her ambition instead is to communicate her research out to                

society at large, and to politicians. 

For interviewee N1 the importance of giving back includes that it is done in a way that is                  

understandable and useful for the reindeer herding community, and also give them “the             

opportunity to have a say on what happens with the results”. On one point he was asked to                  

provide a report in “an everyday-language”, not just a scientific article, which then also was               

published in Northern Sámi. Another important point for him in giving back is to make the                

results available and accessible to management authorities, so that they find their way into              

policies in the hope for increased understanding and improvement of the reindeer herders’             

situation - which “has not happened so far”. 

Interviewee N2, though aware of the importance of giving back, seems to have rather different               

experiences with it. According to him, often the herders are either not interested in getting               

knowledge back, or don’t have the time to discuss the results. What is more, he states that                 

researchers in general are “not very good at giving things back”, which applies to natural               

scientists in particular, as they “are not trained at it”. He goes on saying that the whole system                  

is not built around giving any merits for “doing this sort of thing”, or “writing things in popular                  

language”. Concerning the implementation of research results into policy, he states that there             

is “no direct way from research into policy. Ever”. As an example he mentions the court cases                 

about the hunting in Girjas, where the lawyers “more or less” did not look at any results from                  

the 1980’s onwards, as they supposed these results to be biased towards the reindeer herders.               

Here I perceived a wave of anger bordering on outrage when he exclaimed: “which is just                

blowing my mind, this is government funded research, and they just say it’s crap”. He goes on                 

pointing out that even if the results of research are designed to end up in policy, “all results                  

doesn’t end up in policy … because the result might not be what the decision makers want to                  

hear”. 
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6. Discussion 

6.1 The Researchers’ Motivation and Attitude 

Kuokkanen (2010), Kovach (2009) and Smith (2012) emphasize the significance of a researcher’s             

positive attitude, marked by interest and respect, towards the Indigenous peoples he or she is               

collaborating with, before and during the entire research projects.  

6.1.1 The Researchers’ Motivation 

Both social scientists saw, before beginning their work with reindeer herders, the importance of              

raising awareness of the reindeer herders’ situation, for example regarding the herders’            

relation to major society. Beyond that, especially S1 deems it essential to involve the herders               

already in the formulation of the research question to ensure that the research will benefit the                

herders. She also puts the herders’ needs before her own, concerning the research question.              

This point is considered of utmost importance by Kuokkanen (2010), Kovach (2009) and Smith              

(2012). 

The natural scientists’ motivation in contrast lies more in scientific advancement in general, and              

both do not meet the requested standard in putting the needs of the Indigenous peoples first.                

Though N1 is aware of the necessity to involve the herders already in the formulation of the                 

research question, both natural scientists contact the herders only after having evolved a             

research idea. Yet, this does not seem to jeopardize the collaboration with herders: both              

natural scientists did not encounter unwillingness of the herders to collaborate. On the             

contrary, both experience the herders as being very positive towards, and interested in             

collaborating research projects.  

6.1.2 The Researchers’ Attitude 

The researchers’ attitude towards the herders and their knowledge is in general very positive.              

There is considerable respect for the herders and understanding for their situation. All             

interviewees also deem the encounters with the herders very rewarding. This positive attitude             

is in accordance with the essential demand of both Kuokkanen (2010), Kovach (2009) and Smith               
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(2012). However, N2 also emphasizes that there is no difference in working with herders than               

anyone else. 

A continuous self-reflection on where the researcher situates him- or herself in relation to the               

research, as recommended by Kuokkanen (2010) and Kovach (2009), seems to be relevant only              

for the social scientists. Both stress the importance of self-reflection during their work, though              

S1 seems to emphasize this importance more than S2.  

A pre-existing and ongoing relationship for building trust does not always seem to be of utmost                

importance during research projects, though recommended by Kovach (2009, 51). However, all            

interviewees agree that a long relationship is necessary when discussing deep or sensitive             

issues.  

Regarding other measures of building trust, there is no distinction between the social and              

natural scientists. S1 and N1 seem to give it a great deal of thought, whereas both S2 and N2 do                    

not particularly reflect on trust building. 

6.2 Decolonizing Approaches 

Being aware of the indigeneity of the collaborating reindeer herders, as deemed necessary by              

Kuokkanen (2010), is very important for both S1 and N1 to implement their research in an                

ethical correct way that also is meaningful for the herders. In contrast, S2 and N2 do not seem                  

to emphasize the indigeneity of their research partners very much - though for very different               

reasons. For S2, the reindeer herders are such an integral part of her every day life since                 

childhood, that the distinction between the Sámi and the ‘regular’ Norwegian population            

becomes blurred. Nevertheless, her wish to make the herders’ knowledge visible, and her deep              

respect for the herders and their culture, signifies the importance she attributes to the herders               

for herself and her work. The interest of N2 in the herders seems to be exclusively limited to his                   

work. Given his extensive experience in collaborating with stakeholders including non-Sámi he            

attributes less importance to distinguish between herders as a distinct group given their             

indigeneity as compared to other collaborating partners. Yet, the rather pragmatic approach by             

N2 seems not to have negatively affected his options to collaborate with the herders.              

Compared to N2, relatively newly established researcher N1 is still lacking that long-standing             
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experience - resulting perhaps in less developed routines and a less pragmatic approach to              

research collaboration. He also expresses a higher personal interest in Sámi matters. These             

factors seem to contribute to his stronger adherence to frameworks from social science in his               

work, and also the framework discussed by Indigenous scholars.  

The researchers also have different views on their responsibility towards the reindeer herding             

community. Though they all emphasize the importance of being transparent during research            

projects, N2 sees here no difference in whom he is collaborating with. S1 and N1, on the other                  

hand, underline their responsibility due to the history of colonialism and marginalization of the              

Sámi. For them, this responsibility expresses itself through repeatedly articulating that research            

needs to be done in an ethical, honest and respectful way that corresponds to Indigenous               

frameworks. 

The request by the Indigenous scholars of giving power back to the Indigenous participants as               

an aim of research projects (Kovach 2009; Smith 2012) is difficult to meet by the researchers on                 

their own. Such responsibility of ‘empowering’ cannot be met if science and policy are isolated.               

Researchers have a rather weak position concerning policy making by publishing their results.             

As N2 mentioned, there is “no direct way from research into policy”, and if the results are not in                   

favor with the decision makers, the results are easily ignored. 

6.2.1 Giving Back 

According to Kuokkanen (2010), Kovach (2009) and Smith (2012), giving back is considered the              

most crucial element when collaborating with Indigenous peoples. All interviewees consider           

giving back to the Indigenous research participants as important - though having different             

positions on it. Very distinct is the difference between the interviewed social scientists and              

natural scientists. For both social scientists, giving back is already an integral part of formulating               

the research question, and thus continues to be essential during the whole research project. In               

some cases, this continues even after the projects are finished. S1 in particular considers giving               

back as such an essential part of research collaborations with the reindeer herders, that giving               

back expands to actions unrelated to research projects. 
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Both natural scientists on the other hand consider giving back as something that takes place at                

the end of the research projects. It seems to be more important to N1 who makes a greater                  

effort in his attempts of giving back than N2. As N2 points out, natural scientists are not well                  

trained in how giving back is best accomplished. To bridge this gap, a collaboration between               

natural scientists and social scientists when working with Indigenous research participants           

could be considered. 

Concerning whom the research should benefit, there is no clear distinction between social and              

natural scientists. They all want their research to benefit the society at large. However, both               

social scientists and N1 emphasize the importance of benefitting the reindeer herding            

community in particular. All interviewees also consider it as a benefit, success or even need of                

the collaboration to result in scientific publications.  

6.2.2 Speaking the Indigenous Language 

None of the interviewed researchers speaks a Sámi language, albeit advocated by both Kovach              

(2009) and Smith (2012). Though three of the interviewees admitted that speaking it would              

have helped or added a new dimension to the research, speaking a Sámi language seemed not                

to be of utmost importance during their projects. As mentioned by one interviewee, the use of                

interpreters can be a way to facilitate the use of the participants’ own language during a                

research project. One important aspect is that there are many different Sámi languages and              

dialects. Therefore, it is not self-evident that a Sámi fluid in his or her particular language also                 

understands other Sámi languages. There is no unanimous consensus on how many Sámi             

languages exist, as boundaries between these languages are not clearly delineated. According            

to some sources, there are ten different Sámi languages (Kulonen et al. 2005, 176). Being able                

to speak one Sámi language is a challenge in itself, let alone several – which can be necessary if                   

working with reindeer herders even in one country only. 

Furthermore, there are reindeer herders who do not speak a Sámi language themselves. The              

long lasting attempts to assimilate the Sámi into the major society resulted, among other              

things, in an estrangement of the Sámi to various aspects of their culture, including the               

language. Though some Sámi have the desire to revive their own Indigenous language, it does               
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not mean that all Sámi do speak it. As mentioned by one of the interviewees, there might also                  

be a geographical dimension to the usefulness of speaking Sámi. For example, speaking             

Northern Sámi when working in Finnmark, northern Norway, with its Sámi majority, could be of               

higher significance for the success of a project or the acceptance within the Indigenous              

community compared to areas, where Sámi languages have a less dominant position in             

every-day life - yet. Investing time and effort in learning an Indigenous language therefore can               

become increasingly important, as these languages are regaining their position in the respective             

communities, even if a language barrier has not strongly impacted the research of the              

interviewees in the present study.  
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7. Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to examine if Western researchers with different academic              

backgrounds comply with requests articulated by Indigenous scholars in establishing          

relationships with reindeer herders. The answers to my specific research questions can be             

summarized as follows: 

• Are the researchers’ motivations to work with reindeer herders, as well as their              

general attitude towards the herders, in accordance with the demands articulated by the             

Indigenous scholars? 

As the results above show, this is only partly the case. The motivations of the social scientists                 

seem to meet these demands, though it is only one interviewed researcher who puts the               

herders’ needs before her own. The natural scientists, with a focus in publishing, seem to put                

their research first. On the other hand, the attitude towards the herders is in general very                

positive and respectful, which is deemed essential by the Indigenous scholars. Although one             

interviewee, with his long standing experience in working with stakeholders, does not            

differentiate between reindeer herders and other collaborating partners in particular, it does            

not mean a lack of respectful attitude. 

• Do the researchers establish decolonizing approaches when working with reindeer           

herders, and do these approaches meet the demands of the Indigenous scholars? 

Even though the interviewed researchers try to establish decolonizing approaches, these are            

not always in accordance with the demands of the Indigenous scholars. Nevertheless, not             

entirely meeting these requests does not seem to have strong negative impacts on establishing              

research collaborations. They report that the herders are still interested in participating in             

research projects, even if the outcomes of these projects often do not seem to have direct or                 

immediate positive effects on the reindeer herding community. 

• Do the approaches in establishing relationships with reindeer herders differ between            

natural scientists and social scientists? 
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It remains difficult to give a comprehensive answer if different academic backgrounds result in              

differences when approaching reindeer herders. One significant difference is that the           

interviewed social scientists involve the herders already in formulating the research question            

until beyond the end of the collaboration, with the main aim to benefit the herding               

communities. In contrast, the natural scientists approach the herders only after formulating            

their research question, with the main goal to produce scientific knowledge. Furthermore, only             

the social scientists seem to self-reflect on their position in relation to their work with the                

Indigenous reindeer herders. However, whether these differences are a result of the social             

scientists’ education remains elusive, as several important factors correlate within the           

participants in this study. Both interviewed social scientists are women - in contrast to the male                

natural scientists. There might be gender-specific differences in approaching research          

participants that could have affected the results. Furthermore, the mindset of the social             

scientists may also have originated from their very early and intensive encounters with the              

reindeer herding community - another contrast to the natural scientists, both of whom did not               

have contacts with reindeer herders outside of academia. To get more significant answers, it              

would be necessary to increase the number of interviewees to account for individual variation              

in approaching Indigenous research partners. It would also be necessary to ensure that both              

social and natural scientists are represented by men and women, as well as to ensure that there                 

are in both groups interviewees who had early encounters with herders, and those who had               

not.  
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8. Possible further Studies 

Further studies should address the reindeer herders themselves, and investigate their own            

attitude towards the suggested Indigenous methodologies, such as which ones they deem as             

important and why. This would lead to the question how they perceive the actual collaboration               

with Western scientists, and what they would expect from such collaborations. Both these             

investigations could contribute to a deeper understanding of the needs and wishes the reindeer              

herders have concerning collaborations with scientists. 

To increase the reliability of the results in this study, similar questions should be repeated with                

a larger sample size of researchers. As my results indicate, natural scientists could benefit from               

including social scientists if they wish to collaborate with Indigenous groups, as the social              

scientist are better trained to address ethical aspects in research collaborations. However, such             

interdisciplinary projects will put additional demands on the scientists, e.g. to find common             

ground in theories and formulating research questions.  

As the Sámi are comparatively well integrated into society in the Nordic countries, it could be                

expected that the questions addressed here will give different results with other Indigenous             

peoples who experience a higher degree of ‘otherness’, higher spatial or cultural remoteness             

from major society or stonger levels of discrimination. Such investigations might contribute to a              

more nuanced picture of the requirements for ethical frameworks, and increase the awareness             

towards respectful and ethical attitudes for both social and natural scientists in their             

collaboration with Indigenous representatives. 
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Appendix: Interview guide 

 

Introductory questions 

What is your academic discipline? 

Please tell me about your research. 

How long have you been working with reindeer herders? 

When you collaborate with reindeer herders, on which country/countries is your focus? 

 

Motives (Which motives do the researchers have?) 

How did it come that you’re working with reindeer herders? 

 

Collaboration (How do researchers collaborate?) 

Do you have certain strategies for the collaboration with reindeer herders? / How do you 

prepare yourself for the collaboration with reindeer herders? 

Do you have certain strategies for building trust with reindeer herders? 

How important is it, in your opinion, to have a pre-existing and ongoing relationship with 

reindeer herders who participate in your research? 

Do you have a certain obligation because of that trust-relationship? (Not to disappoint reindeer 

herders if the results are not in favour with the reindeer herders’ expectations/hope) 

How, would you say, differ the aims of researchers and reindeer herders when collaborating in 

a project? 

Do you think that you have a responsibility as a researcher (towards the reindeer herders) 

when collaborating with reindeer herders? What is that responsibility? 

Whom, would you say, does your research benefit? 

Would you say your collaborations are successful? If so, on which terms do you determine that? 

Have you encountered research-fatigue within the reindeer herding community? 
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Respect (Do the researchers respect the reindeer herders and their opinions?) 

Are you curious about the reindeer herders knowledge? Are you sceptical? 

How do you handle criticism and different opinions? Do you have an example of those 

conflicts? 

Did you learn something from the reindeer herders due to that collaboration? (other than facts; 

rewarding for you / personal development) 

 

Interest in the reindeer herders history and culture 

Did you grow up in an environment with Sámi? Had you early encounters? Was the Sámi 

culture part of your everyday life? 

Are you interested in the Sámi culture? 

Do you speak a Sámi language? Do you think that is / would be important for your work? 

Are you aware of the colonising history of the Europeans and the Sámi when collaborating with 

Sámi? Is this awareness important in your opinion? 

 

Giving back 

When your research projects are finished, what do you do then? Giving something back to the 

community? 

If not: why not? 

If yes: in what way? 

—> fighting for the reindeer herders’ rights? 

—> giving information back? 

—> in a way that is understandable to the reindeer herders? 

Is it important to give something back? 

—> why / why not? 

 

Final question 

Would you like to add some final thoughts? 
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