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INTRODUCTION AND 
BACKGROUND
• Modern health care researchers struggle to gain 

access to indigenous research settings because 
communities may be suspicious of the unfamiliar. 

• There is a misconception that some African 
researchers are automatically given access to 
conduct research in their own communities 
(Roberts & Sanders, 2005; Masiye, Mayosi & de Vries, 
2017)

PROBLEM STATEMENT
• African researchers do not always follow the 

correct procedures in accessing research setting 
and this may lead to delays or access to the setting 
being denied.

• Gatekeepers may choose to deny access to protect 
and avoid exploitation of cultural values, beliefs, 
and healing practices of indigenous communities 
(Lavallée, 2009).

• These researchers do not follow certain protocols 
that are important for being accepted by indigenous 
communities.

THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
• The purpose of this study was to describe the 

reflections of researchers on accessing indigenous 
research settings: Encounters with Traditional 
Health Practitioner and leaders in Vhembe district, 
South Africa

METHODS
Research design and method
• Sharing circles were used as a design 
• The researchers reflected on the process of gaining access in 

four steps, 
• Looking back, thinking back, describing what has been learnt and 

planning what to do next (York-Barr et al., 2005).
• Ten researchers participated in each sharing circle
• Ceremonial sacred focus group discussions or group meetings 

were used to collect data.

Data analysis: Colaizzi method
• The researchers reviewed all the transcripts and identified 

significant statements (Polit and Beck 2018).
• The researchers identified the meaning of each statement, 
• Which were then organised into clusters. 
• The researchers merged the results into an exhaustive description, 
• The final product was later validated by all the participants. 

RESULTS
Five themes emerged:
1. Initiating agreement and rapport
• During the ‘agreement phase’, researchers had to recognise that 

the research site had unique cultural practices such as language, 
values and norms. 

• Language played a critical part in initiating rapport and forming 
relationships.

2. Continuous  negotiation and compromise 
• All researchers agreed that conducting research in a traditional 

setting, 
• Especially on healing was complicated because the indigenous 

traditional community viewed healing as sacred.

• THPs wore traditional regalia which reinforced researchers’ 
perceptions.

• Researchers’ western socialisation stereotyped them to view 
THPs and their practices as unscientific and unclean

4. Adhering to local dress code
• Whilst negotiating for access, researchers recognised that they 

had to abide with traditional dress. 
• Researchers shared that they were shown to dress with a cloth 

or minwenda, according to the Vhavenda culture.

5. Ritual performance
• Depending on location and the type of ceremony, THPs perform 

different rituals before commencing with functions.
• Before the start of proceedings, THPs and traditional leaders 

would sing indigenous songs, 
• Drumming, burn indigenous herbs, clap hands, while others 

danced.

CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATION
• Researchers emphasised that they had to be 

prepared and 
• Emotionally mature to display respect during 

lengthy negotiations with gate keepers. 
• Researchers from diverse cultural backgrounds 

shared information, 
• creating an opportunity to learn from each other 

about how to work with THPs and traditional leaders. 

REFERENCES

• Lavallée, L. F. (2009). Practical application of an 
Indigenous research framework and two qualitative 
Indigenous research methods: Sharing circles and 
Anishnaabe symbol-based reflection.  International 
Journal of Qualitative Methods, 8, 21-40.

• Lebaka, M. E. K. (2018). The art of establishing and 
maintaining contact with ancestors: A study of 
Bapedi tradition.  HTS Theological Studies, 74, 7.

• Roberts, J. M., & T. Sanders. (2005). Before, during 
and after: realism, reflexivity and ethnography.  The 
Sociological Review, 53, 294-313.

• York-Barr, J., W. A. Sommers, G. S. Ghere, & J. Montie. 
(2005). Reflective practice to improve schools: An 
action guide for educators: Corwin Press.

Reflections on accessing indigenous research settings: 
encounters with traditional health practitioners and leaders in Vhembe district, SA 

Prof MD Peu, Prof FM Mulaudzi, Dr R Rikhotso, Dr R Ngunyulu, MS MM Rasweswe
Faculty of Health Sciences, Department of Nursing Science

University of Pretoria, South Africa

3. Them and us
• In this study, researchers initially struggled to communicate and 

interact with THPs. During interactions, 


