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This article presents practical guidelines for healthy and ethical collaborative research with traditional knowledge holders 

(TKHs) and local/ traditional communities. Experience indicates that, in a majority of cases, research on indigenous 

knowledge or traditional knowledge systems (TKSs) in India and elsewhere also is pursued with very least follow-up of 

ethical guidelines and prior informed consent (PIC) of community partners and knowledge holders. Although, in the last  

20 years, there has been considerable exploration of TK and grassroots innovations through applying PIC by SRISTI and 

NIF-India, Ahmedabad. However, there is a general lack of awareness and skills among Indian researchers regarding use of 

proper ethical protocols in conducting research with TKHs. Here, an attempt was made to provide some guidelines on 

important aspects of ethics in TKS research, which may be helpful to raise awareness around ethical issues and educate 

researchers working on various dimensions of TKSs. Most of the information and ideas presented here are based on field 

experiences and use of PIC practically with TKHs and local communities in many parts of India. In addition to discussing 

the ethical dimensions, the processes and methods of obtaining PIC from TKHs are presented in order to facilitate ethical 

research on TKSs. Processes for engaging a community in research, helping build capacity and how to obtain PIC are 

discussed. It is hoped that the information presented will be helpful for researchers, and ultimately, it will contribute to 

respect and recognize the TKHs for their knowledge and wisdom, for which they hold rights. 
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Concept and diversity of knowledge and community  

According to Berkes
1
, traditional knowledge (TK) 

is a cumulative body of knowledge, practice, and 

belief, evolving by adaptive processes and handed 

down through generations by cultural transmission. In 

India, the term gyan refers to body of ‘series of 

information governed though individual/community 

perception’ (overt behavior) of a particular local or 

traditional people who have generated over period of 

time on the basis of interactions with nature. The  

term padhati refers to ‘practices relating to nature’ 

(overt behavior) - established informally with a cause 

and effect relationship, being adapted to solve certain 

problems. In this article, gyan and padhati will be 

denoted with term the ‘TK’, which concerns the 

relationship of living beings (including human) with 

one another and with their environment. Traditional 

knowledge can further be classified in terms of 

ethnomedicines (medical anthropology that deals with 

the relations human have established with plants for 

healthcare), traditional medicines (the knowledge that 

helps to prevent, diagnose, improve or treat physical 

and mental illnesses
 

which are indigenous to  

different cultures, and is used to maintain health),  

folk medicines (curing or treating disease or ailments 

using traditional knowledge- especially oral tradition, 

often utilizing indigenous plants as remedies)  

and alternative medicines (a variety of healthcare 

practices, products and therapies- based on herbs, 

homeopathy, and adaptive methods of medical 

diagnosis and treatment). Here, these terms consist  

of using plant, zoological and other natural resources 

based on the trial and error process embodied  

by culture, belief and overall social system. Thus, 

these result to entirely informal system of using 

natural resources for a particular purpose. Several 

authors have defined these terms in various ways 

using concepts that are contextual to a particular 

socioecological system.  

The use of natural resources through informal 
knowledge and system could be in vogue among 
tribal and ethnic groups, as well as local and 
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traditional communities. According to Merriam 
Webster

3
, ‘tribal people’ can be defined as ‘a social 

division in a traditional society consisting of families 
or communities linked by social, economic, religious, 
or blood ties, with a common culture and dialect, 

typically having a recognized leader; and is governed 
through traditional or informal social institutions.  
The word ‘ethnic people’ can be defined as a large 
groups of people classed according to their common 
racial, national, tribal, religious, linguistic, or cultural 
origin or background

4
. The word ‘local people’ can  

be described as a group of people having interacting 
organisms living on a certain geographical area and 
sharing an environment, as well as following common 
beliefs, resources and culture

5
. Whereas, ‘traditional 

communities’ is defined as the human communities 
who have common intent, beliefs, resources, 

preferences, needs, and a number of other conditions 
that affect their identity and degree of cohesiveness

6
. 

The concepts on various terms relating to ‘traditional 
communities’ vary from each other on the basis of 
certain attributes and conditions. For example within 
a particular tribe, there could be number of ethnic 

groups. Such as with Adi tribe of Arunachal Pradesh, 
there are major 10 ethnic groups: Minyongs, Karkos, 

Shimongs, Bomdo, Janbos, Paggis, Pailibos, Bogum, 

Padams and Milangs. An ‘indigenous community’ is 
considered to be a race who are native of a particular 
geographical area, for example Red Indians, 

Indigenous Communities of Australia and similar 
others. According to Wikipedia

7
, Indigenous Peoples 

are ethnic minorities who have been marginalized as 
their historical territories became part of a state, and 
possess specific attributes (Table 1). Furthermore, in 
national legislation they are considered to have a  

set of specific rights based on their historical ties  
to a particular territory, and to their cultural  
or historical distinctiveness from politically dominant 
populations. These people are vulnerable to exploitation, 
marginalization and oppression by nations or states 
that may still be in the process of colonialism,  

or by politically dominant ethnic groups with some 
distinguished attributes

8
. The purpose of introducing 

concepts of diversities concepts relating to knowledge 
systems and communities has significant implications 
in research on protecting knowledge and in related 

resources of a particular community.  
 

State of art on follow-up of ethical protocols for traditional 

and other types of knowledge systems 

Research on other aspects of ethnobotany, started 

much earlier in India with the great contributions 

made by scholars like Jain
9,10

 and Pushpangadan with 

his associated scholars
11,12

 who have established 

theory of indigenous and traditional knowledge 

systems. Initially works on ethnobotany relating to 

plant usage by traditional communities was carried 

out without much follow-up of ethical protocol. Later, 

the pioneer work made by scholars like Pushpangadan 

with Kani tribe
13,14

 and Balasubramanian’s works on 

TK
15,16

 policies contributions with national and 

international agencies
17

 have provided lessons for 

many scholars. A great deal on follow-up of ethical 

protocol and applying PIC (prior informed consent) 

with knowledge holders was done by Anil Gupta with 

his Honey Bee Network. Hence, there is a growing 

consensus on the necessity of conducting ethical  

and effective research with local and indigenous 

knowledge holders and their communities
18,19

.  

Research on TK around agriculture began in Indian 

during the 1970s, but generally did not adequately 

recognize the needs and rights of traditional 

knowledge holders (TKHs) and grassroots 

innovators
20

. For example, a mission mode project  

on ITK (indigenous technological knowledge) in 

agriculture was started in the year 2000 by the Indian 

Council of Agricultural Research (ICAR)
21 

as a 

National Agriculture Technology Project (NATP), but 

did not adequately recognize the TKHs for their 

knowledge. A current multi-million rupee research 

project in India on NICRA (National Initiative on 

Climate Resilient Agriculture) started in February 

2011, includes a component of documenting TKSs 

relating to climate change and adaptive practices in 

agriculture
22

, but, again, as per the framework of this 

project, there were no inbuilt provisions and 

mechanisms in the project for TKHs to be recognized 

or respected, exception to formally collaborate and 

have an equitable share of possible benefits
23

.  

In most of the research conducted globally, TKHs 

across Asia, Africa, Europe and South America have 

not been sufficiently recognized or given due 

Table 1—Attributes of Indigenous people 

Indigenous People are identified with special attributes such as 

self- identification as indigenous peoples at the individual level 

and accepted by the community as their member; historical 

continuity with pre-colonial and/or pre-settler societies; a strong 

link to territories and surrounding natural resources; distinct 

social, economic or political systems; distinct language, culture 

and beliefs; form non-dominant groups of society; resolution to 

maintain and reproduce their ancestral environments and systems 

as distinctive peoples and communities 

Source: UNIPF, 2013  
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attention for their wisdom and practices
24

. Such 

research was termed ‘helicopter research’ by 

Moodie
25

, meaning that in most cases, a researcher 

directly contacts a desired population and TKHs, 

takes their observations and data, prepares herbarium 

specimens or takes sample of natural material. After 

returning to their laboratory, these researchers publish 

research articles on their findings, without any 

initiation or follow-up of ethical protocols. A great 

deal has been made by the India Journal of 

Traditional Knowledge in documenting traditional 

and other forms of informal knowledge from India 

and other parts of world since the year 2002. This 

journal has played a significant role in educating 

scholars about conducting the ethically sound 

research on informal knowledge systems by applying 

PIC. Results in TK related research have been 

published in a variety of other academic journals of 

India and other parts of world, and such practices 

have resulted in ‘mistrust’ among TKHs, since they 

felt exploited by scientists and given neither 

recognition nor respect
19,26

. Scientists wishing to 

break from the established norms and practices in 

publication of TK based research in peer reviewed 

journals, and provide a direct explanation of practices 

in the name of the TKHs, may face critical comments 

from the journal’s editors and reviewers, suggesting 

that they should remove the names and addresses of 

TKHs. An exception to these constraints is with the 

Global Journal of Environmental Change
27

 and 

Indian Journal of Traditional Knowledge, which 

promote publication of studies recognizing TK or  

co-authorship of a community representative. In many 

other countries, local and traditional communities 

have been provided a co-authorship in books/articles 

in recognition of their own TKSs
27-30

. The concern 

arises in India, then that there should be such an 

ethical norm of including local community and TKHs 

in co-authorship. Academicians and researchers may 

consider such an approach here.  

Many times research methodology applied by 

researchers does not suit the culture and world views 

of TKHs
25-31

. As a result, and due to lack of frequent 

consultations by scientists with the right person  

or community representative (CR), the scientists 

commit mistakes in representing the knowledge 

systems
31

.Collaboration with knowledge providers is 

based on certain principles, as suggested by Moodie
25

: 

recognizing the community as unit of identity; 

building on novelty and resource of community; 

involving community in the entire research process; 

distributing equitable benefits among all partners; 

promoting co-learning, capacity building of knowledge 

providers so that they can further sustain their 

practices; and sharing of results back to respective 

communities from where it was generated. Several 

scholars have reported some negative consequences, 

such as problems of faulty data collection, and 

misrepresentation of results on knowledge, due to 

lack of participation of TKHs in the entire research 

process, from concept identification for research, to 

methodology, evaluation of results and further 

application of TK
19,32

. All of these can result from 

lack of peoples’ participation in research process
33

.  

In projects that are carried out in an ethically sound 

way, particularly research on community-based  

TK led natural resource conservation and adaptation 

(including plants, soil, animals, water and other), with 

effective participation of the community concerned, 

the people will feel that they have ownership of the 

project. In addition, a long term interest is inculcated 

among community members, which helps in capacity 

building of local communities, and in sustaining the 

process of a project started for a particular cause
18,31

.  

An immense number of participatory research 

projects on developing climate resilient crops 

varieties in farmers’ fields are being carried out by 

CGIAR (Consultative Group on International 

Agricultural Research) and ICAR (Indian Council of 

Agricultural Research) institutions. Ground level 

enquiry on such research (Fig. 1) and experiences 

indicates that follow-up of ethical protocols with local 

farmers by such research institutions are lacking.  

As well, from 1960s to the present, thousands of  

Front Line Demonstrations (FLDs) on crop varieties 

and other agricultural components are being carried 

out by agricultural institutions in India, yet with  

no ethical protocol guidelines for carrying out FLD 

with local farmers.  

Various research institutions have established 

processes of collaboration and MOU (Memorandum 

of Understanding) between two formal institutions in 

undertaking research on a particular theme, but 

unfortunately, the practice of collaborating with 

native/tribal and local communities on TK based 

research in India has not been exercised at grassroots 

level. A global analysis of TKSs and recognition 

given to TKHs indicated that in only 1.8% of cases, 

members of the population involved in the study were 

co-authors in associated publications, and in only 
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36.9% of cases were the members of the studied 

population acknowledged, either partially (without 

address) or fully (with complete address), for their 

knowledge. In 31% of cases, local communities were 

neither invited to collaborate formally nor recognized 

either in the acknowledgment section or through  

other types of recognition (Fig. 2). Notably, several 

countries, including Australia
34

 and Canada
35,36

  

have already established regulations and norms for 

conducting ethically sound research with Indigenous 

populations
19

. McGill University in Canada has 

contributed significantly to these efforts through an 

ethical board constituted for regulating and governing 

ethical aspects of researches to be conducted on  

TK with Indigenous Peoples
37

. Fortunately, with the 

enactment of the Biodiversity Act (2004) and the 

Scheduled Tribes and other Traditional Forest 

Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act (2006), 

regulatory norms on the rights and recognition of 

TKHs, and in seeking PIC from such communities, 

are now mandatory for researchers
38

. However, these 

mechanisms still need more clearly defined conditions 

and options for academic institutions collaborating 

with traditional communities for academic research. 

A tremendous number of research projects were 

carried out by Ethnobotanists and Ethnozoologists in 

India on aspects of using flora and fauna by tribal and 

local communities for treating a number of human 

and animal diseases. Literature survey (review of 

papers in Indian Journal of Traditional Knowledge 

from only 2005 to 2011) indicated that a minimal 

number of researchers in Ethnobotany and 

Ethnozoology had applied for PIC with TKHs. This 

indicates that local communities and TKHs were 

deprived of being true collaborators in the research 

process. Neither were their names acknowledged in 

the research, nor were they invited to become  

co- author in research publications. Further, a number 

of plant-based products were developed using 

community knowledge, but the knowledge providers 

received no economic benefit from their knowledge 

and practices. In the past five years, the Indian 

Journal of Traditional Knowledge has made  

it mandatory for a researcher to obtain a PIC from 

local community/TKHs/CR in order to submit a 

research article for publication. In fact, this policy 

was started by the journal much earlier, during  

2003-2004. Several global journals, including the 

International Journal of Sustainable Development & 

World Ecology (IJSD&WE), Journal of Ethnobiology 

(USA) and Journal of Ethnopharmacology (Elsevier 

group), have established standard norms regarding 

consent from TKHs in research published in their 

venues. For example, IJSD&WE enforces ethical 

clearance in use of photographs, images and paintings 

 
 

Fig. 1—Mr. Vikash Choudhary- a farmer of Tarawadi village 

(Karnal) taking observations on phenotypic attributes of wheat 

varieties put on trials in climate change research carried out by 

CGIAR system (Photo year 2011) 
 

 

Fig. 2—Types of acknowledgement and recognitions given to 

studied indigenous/tribal populations and local communities  
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from a studied population
39

. A rigorous norm  

was suggested by the International Society of 

Ethnobiology for obtaining consent from TKHs and 

local communities, for the entire research including 

plant samples and photographs
40

. The Journal of 

Ethnopharmacology also stresses and educates 

researchers on the need to show voucher numbers of 

specimens and the relationship with cultural groups 

from where species was sampled
41

.  
 

Suspicion and mistrust by traditional knowledge holders and 

local communities for the research process and PIC questions 

Most often, the local community and TKHs  

regard researchers suspiciously and do not easily  

trust them
42

. Obtaining PIC from TKHs or local 

communities requires both art and science. It requires 

art, clarity and integrity in terms of satisfying TKHs 

and CR about his/her curiosity, and addressing the 

variety of questions regarding the research. Some 

general questions raised by TKHs/CR in conduction 

of research on TK and PIC are presented in Table 2. 

Obtaining ethically sound PIC or conducting research 

on TK is a science in the ways that it has both “cause 

and effect” in the process. “Cause” is in the terms of 

how credibility is best-established by the researcher or 

his institution, with his active participation through 

science, or how the researcher and his colleagues have 

contributed in the past by promoting TKHs and  

local communities through scientific research and 

contributions to policy formulation. The best TKSs 

may eventually be commercialized or used in 

sustainable development activities (eg. community 

based natural resources management), and therefore, 

proper training and experience are required for a 

researcher to obtain full PIC, along with conducting 

any ethically sound research with TKHs 
 

What is prior informed consent? 

Laird and Flavia
43

 and Hansen and Van Fleet
44

 

defined ‘prior informed consent’ (PIC) in following 

Table 2—General questions raised by traditional knowledge holders or community representative while taking PIC and conducting 

research on traditional knowledge or practices 

S. No. Types of questions most often asked Intension/ perception of TKHs/community representative (CR) 

1 Why are you (researcher) conducting this research? A general curiosity to ask 

2 To which institution you (researcher) belong? To know credibility of a researcher 

3 Are we (knowledge holders) going to get compensation/ 

honorarium for the time and energy to be spent for 

providing information and knowledge  

To get compensation for the time and energy going to be spent 

with researcher. This is because at the same time, a knowledge 

provider may get engaged with some other jobs/wages or 

employment from other sources  

4 What is the benefit out of it for the TKHs/CR? Short term compensation for time and energy invested, and 

information provided 

5 Whether are you (researcher)from revenue and income tax 

department? 

Generally, survey is being carried out by developmental 

agencies 

6 Are you going to process our (TKHs/CR) land or income 

property for putting taxes? Or government is process to 

acquire the land? 

Due to lack of education and awareness, people have fear that 

their land may be grabbed or acquired by government for road, 

rail track or other purposes 

7 Are you (researcher) surveying for distributing some 

inputs and money for the poor farmers/people?  

Most often survey is conducted to estimate population below 

poverty line, population number, knowing credit requirement, 

statistics on agricultural production, distribution of agricultural 

inputs, credits, etc. 

8 When the economic benefits will be distributed to 

TKHs/CR? 

For every knowledge and practice, after sometimes if he/she is 

not properly explained then he/she perceive that he/she is going 

to get money. This false expectations must be avoided 

9 Why the written signature of TKHs/CR is necessary on 

PIC form? 

A great degree of suspicion is held among knowledge provider, 

and they consider that putting signature is a legal process 

10 Can the singed PIC form be used as legal documents in 

case of disputes- if raised in future on a particular TK? 

The reserved documents are considered to be a legal paper for 

cashing future economic/ legal benefits 

11 Who will be responsible to mediate between the 

TKHs/CR and third party?  

Generally, after first hand information the developmental 

agencies disappear from rural society without any further 

communication and feedback. TKHs and community want full 

assurance on future mediation process. 

12 How will you differentiate a claim made on community 

knowledge by two ethnic/tribal groups? 

Sometimes there could be a chance to have disputes between 

two groups for a same knowledge/practice if it is widely used 

with same methodology, process and species applied in TK 
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ways. ‘Prior’- refers to a period of time when 

approval is taken before starting the research, activity 

or process, and accessing the related genetic 

resources. This is initiated or sought in careful 

consultation with the knowledge holder or indigenous 

community. ‘Prior’ further includes the period 

between when consent is sought and when consent is 

given or withheld
45

. According to Hansen and Van 

Fleet
44

 and Sriskanthan
45

, ‘informed’ means the 

researcher has to provide complete information and 

context about how the knowledge provided by 

TKHs/community is going to be used. This 

information has to be given clearly and in a culturally 

appropriate way prior to seeking the consent from 

knowledge holders. ‘Consent’ is defined as the 

permission granted based on a decision made  

by a knowledge provider or community chief/ 

representative through their customary or informal 

decision-making process
44,45

.  

Application of particular PIC makes local 

communities and TKHs aware of the possible risks, 

benefits and information anticipated to arise from the 

researchers’ work
19

, including the ultimate fate of the 

research data. Sherman and his colleagues
18

 write that 

PIC has become a standard of affirmative protection 

of indigenous rights in health research, rights to self-

determination, land and territory, cultural integrity 

and economic survival. Therefore, some guidelines 

for conducting ethically sound research on TKS, by 

using PIC, is absolutely necessary for inclusive 

research and development, as are equitable benefit 

shares with TKHs and traditional communities. 

Information on the major processes and methods 

required for obtaining PIC is provided below: 
 

To whom researcher should contact for PIC? 

There can be a range of traditional knowledge in 

any community. Singh et al.
46 

have described 

typology of four kinds of knowledge: (i) Community 

knowledge, known and practiced by a majority of 

community members;(ii) Private knowledge or 

creativity –an idea or creativity that has been 

developed exclusively by an individual;(iii) Refined 

knowledge–knowledge or practices that could be  

in category of either community or individual, but a 

person has made some refinement in either 

methodology of preparation or adding and or deleting 

some components to make knowledge more effective; 

and (iv) Group knowledge–knowledge that has 

evolved from a group exercise, with people who have 

common problems and concerns on a subject. These 

types of knowledge systems determine the types of 

PIC to be framed and obtained with written signature 

from knowledge holders or community’s representative. 

A sample of community knowledge and a very simple 

form of PIC obtained from the community head  

of Brokpa tribe (Arunachal Pradesh, India) for a 

community knowledge in which refinement/promotion 

was made by an individual is presented in Table 3.  

In the case of knowledge that is the collective 

property of a particular community (community 

knowledge, as decided after surveying a certain 

number of knowledge holders), then the 

customary/community chief or Village Panchayat 

should be contacted to obtain the written PIC. If the 

knowledge and practices were developed by an 

individual, it is treated as creativity and grassroots 

innovation, and signed PIC must be given by the 

knowledge creator, with different language and 

contents from the community PIC. If the 

knowledge/practice falls within the “refined” 

category, PIC should be obtained from the individual 

who undertook the refinement. PIC for group 

knowledge or practice from all the members should 

be considered in a consensus manner, and all those 

involved should indicate consent through a written 

signature. Different language and contents should be 

used in the PIC depending upon the objectives of the 

research and nature of the subject. The Society for 

Research Initiatives and Sustainable Technology and 

Institutions (SRISTI, www.sristi.org) and the National 

Innovation Foundation-India (NIF), at Ahmedabad 

have done excellent work in developing PICs, and 

have devised different types of documents as 

appropriate to the different categories of knowledge 

providers. These PICs may be accessed from SRISTI 

webpage. 
 

Use of terms and simplification of PIC language  

As discussed previously, the local communities  

and TKHs have their own worldviews and cultural 

contexts relating to a particular practice and area o 

f knowledge. The terms and language used by 

scientists seldom matches the TKHs and traditional 

community’s worldviews. Therefore, the PIC must be 

written in a group’s regional or local language or 

dialect so that it may be well understood by them. For 

example, a sample of bilingual text of a PIC 

background note provided for the Adi community of 

Arunachal Pradesh, India is presented in Table 4. The 

success of applying PIC will depend on how best the 

terms of  the  research  are  explained, and  how  local  
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Table 4—A sample of bilingual PIC form from Adi tribe of Arunachal Pradesh, India for initial portion of contents of PIC 
 

Dear Traditional Knowledge holder(s), 

 

Ayana aku legi-legang kenna kidar (Adi dialect), 

 

As per the CBD norms of which India is one of the Signatory countries, we the team of………………… strives to obtain the written 

consent and authorization from the knowledge/information providers to disclose and/or add value in future at suitable time to the 

traditional knowledge explored. An explanatory note, describing the implications of various options given in the form, is enclosed along 

with this form to assist you to fill up the form.  
 

Adi dialect: 
 

We………………..si aku kennam panam em kendo kupe ami takam em, boluk kenam em bigul likdope delokke sim kennam kidding Sim 

film/book of traditional knowledge lo kenna ami kidar er nyokdo kom noluk kennam dem record lo duyardope inam ko. 
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resource people have translated the PIC. Obviously, 

local cultural and language experts should be involved 

in cases where the researcher is not familiar with local 

language or cultural norms. 
 

What is the methodology for applying PIC? 

The following steps are recommended for 

obtaining written PIC from a particular individual  

or community: 

1 Contact the TKHs/ community chief/ Village 

Panchayat; 

2 Provide them with detailed information and 

‘explanatory notes’ (in the local language) on the 

proposed research and on PIC; 

3 Seek the help of cultural and language experts for 

translating terms used in PIC, and preparing a 

draft of research outline and requirements in the 

local language and developing a fully understood 

PIC form; 

4 Decide on the type/category of knowledge and 

practice (individual creativity, community knowledge, 

refined knowledge or group knowledge); 

5 Provide a written explanation to the 

community/village chief and and/or TKHs to 

inform them and invite them to discuss the 

research concepts, methodology, interpretation 

and evaluation of results, final verification of 

results (an example of such exercise is provided 

in Fig. 3), and ultimate outcomes of the research; 

6 Organize village workshop to present preliminary 
findings and to finalize results of research works, 
and accordingly give the final shape to the PIC; 

7 Provide as summary of research results to the 

concerned TKHs or community Chief for local 

verification (culturally, socially, spiritually, politically 

and ecologically) of the knowledge and practice 

from the research (this will ultimately help  

to avoid faulty presentation of knowledge, 

misappropriation, etc.); 

8 Determine the type of signature to be obtained – 

written, digital, oral or a combination of either or 

all; If written, provide three copies of the PIC 

statement, to be signed by both the researcher and 

the research participant(s); 

9 Provide one copy of the signed PIC to the TKH/ 

community chief or Village Sarpanch, with a 

second copy to be held by the researcher and a 

third copy to be submitted to the university/ 

institute or Divisional library with which a 

researcher is affiliated; and  

10 As part of the process, confirm within the PIC 

form that the participants are free to withdraw 

their PIC at any time if they no longer wish to 

participate, and there should be a provision for 

how they would like their contributions to be 

used, or not, if they withdraw. 
 

What are explanatory notes on PIC? 

In an explanatory note in the PIC, the researcher 

defines his/her research objectives and the range of 

aspects and options for the research and how it should 

be undertaken and used. Each and every term should 

be explained very clearly in the local language.  

This include: types of disclosure he/she needed for 

TK; options and possibilities of using TK for  

various commercial and non-commercial purposes; 

permission for sharing of address and knowledge  

of a TKH or community with third party; types  

of refinement, and potential product development; 

intellectual property protection, etc. to be offered  

in the future; permission for digital and/or non- 

digital publication of TK; and opportunities for  

co-authorship of TKHs/community. For an example 

of how to prepare a particular explanatory note, 

researchers may log on to www.sristi.org, to see an 

example of the PIC forms used by SRISTI, 

Ahmedabad. Each researcher is ethically bound to 

provide details of each and every aspect of their 

research in the PIC, and having a model to use in 

developing a specific PIC statement is very helpful. 
 

Major contents of a general PIC statement 

In obtaining PIC, a number of points emerge that 

need proper attention from researchers. SRISTI and 

NIF-India, Ahmedabad (of which the author is a 

 

Fig. 3—Knowledge holders of Adi community of Arunachal 

Pradesh participating in a state level workshop on PIC, traditional 

foods, benefit sharing and protection of IP (Photo year 2005) 
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collaborator) has been developing a particular type  

of PIC allowing for a variety of research relating  

to knowledge and practices of TKHs. The points 

presented in Table 5 are examples, based on practical 

experience gained with SRISTI and NIF-India, 

Ahmedabad, as well as on other personal experiences 

of firs author that may be incorporated in developing 

a PIC form for conducting research on TK. 

The points in Table 5 are just examples of 

particular knowledge within the categories of 

individual’s creativity, collective knowledge and 

refined knowledge. The PIC form will vary depending 

on which aspects of research are being addressed, 

such as the roles of indigenous institutions, customary 

institutions, or similar cultural knowledge and its 

contributions in conservation and sustainability of 

natural resources. Information, content and language 

of a particular PIC will depend upon the objectives 

and nature of the research project, therefore it may be 

adapted accordingly. In addition, there are several 

types of PIC forms and ethical guidelines suggested 

by CBD
47

, International Labour Organization
48

 and 

International Society of Ethnobiology
40

.
 

 

Ethics in engaging local communities in Research: Livelihood 

benefits and capacity building of TKHs/community  

Conducting research with local communities on TK 

or community-based natural resources conservation  

is a two-way process
49

. A healthy bond–established 

through effective rapport building, can provide 

opportunities for both researcher and knowledge 

providers for reciprocal learning. This process  

can also lead to other opportunities for TKHs  

and local communities. This could include hiring of 

local people (as project assistant, data collector, 

engagement as local resources persons, logistics 

arrangement, translator, local data manager, etc.), and 

further livelihood opportunities in the community. In 

many developing societies where formal institutions 

carry out the research projects through ‘top-to-

bottom’ approaches on community based natural 

resources conservation and management and through 

studying TKSs, disputes result between the project 

investigator/manager and local community on account 

of the researcher hiring people from outside the social 

system
50

. Hiring skilled and appropriate human 

resources from the community provides livelihoods 

and job security within that community and helps 

build capacity. Resource persons, including local 

guides, cultural experts and language translators, may 

be given an honorarium, and this should be build into 

the project budget from the beginning. Hiring and 

compensating local people also assists in maintaining 

the continuity of the project. However, the practice of 

providing honoraria and engaging the local community 

as part of project should be pursued through written 

agreements as per prevailing protocols of the region 

involved. 

The research itself involves a number of activities: 

conducting interviews with local community 

members, sampling and herbarium preparation for the 

species used in a particular TK/practice, organizing 

meeting and village workshops for result verification, 

managing information resources generated from 

project at local level, etc. The project investigator(s) 

needs to engage community members, as eligible, in 

each and every activity as participants/contributors. 

This engagement improves the participants’ capacity 

(skill and knowledge) to enhance their confidence 

level, and helps in maintaining the project activities  

in the cases where the project is concluded by  

the institution at the end of tenure / financial  

period. Moreover, capacity building for future data 

management also helps promote ongoing conservation 

of species and other natural resources. A healthy and 

ethically sound research project should always have 

the scope to provide free choice and opportunity for 

local people in determining who should participate in 

the project at a local level, and at which stages of the 

project the community will be involved. 
 

Ethical approaches in obtaining photographs and voucher 

samples from traditional knowledge holders 

It is often observed, in many research publications, 

over the last 10 years in Indian research journals, that 

scholars presenting their findings with the help of 

photographs taken from TKHs have obtained the 

photos without the proper protocols. In taking 

photographs, permission should always be requested 

and consent given from TKHs for individual photos, 

group photos or photo of materials being used or 

processed following a particular practice. The ethical 

guidelines provided by International Society of 

Ethnobiology
51

 can serve as a standard in taking 

photographs in community-based research. There may 

be some spiritual events, taboos or customs for which 

an outsider’s participation or taking photographs  

is prohibited by the traditional communities. 

Researchers should always respect these, and should 

never  intervene   or  photograph  such events  without  

express permission; consent from community must  

be  obtained.  More   detailed   ethical   guidelines  for  
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Table 5—Contents that may be included in a PIC (prior informed consent) form 

S No Contents Options and remarks 

1 Name of the institute and address from which 

researcher belongs 

-- 

2 Reference No. - 

3 Date and year -- 

4 Title of project -- 

5 Funding agency of the project -- 

6 Name and complete address of community chief 

or Village Panchayat head 

-- 

7 Types of subject to be covered  Ethnobotany, agriculture, fishery, forestry, other aquatic resources, 

handicrafts, etc 

8 Immediate benefits to be drawn by TKH  Like demanding of a photograph of him or while she/he is going to be 

involved in the research), other economic gain (immediately or later on, 

though false expectation for economic incentives should be avoided)-----

…. 

9 Knowledge typology that is going to be 

preferably captured 

Individual/ community/ group/ refined 

10 Whether knowledge is known and practiced by 

majority of members of a community 

Yes/No, if yes, then give percentage  

11 Whether knowledge provider wants to disclose 

his/ her knowledge  

Partially or fully 

12 Whether knowledge holder wants to be 

photographed?  

If yes, then whether he/she is willing to get a copy of photo? 

13 Whether knowledge provider is willing/willing 

researcher to share his/her taken photographs 

with second party? 

If yes, then allowing to publish? In case of his/her approval, what 

protocols he/she wants (refer the ISE code of ethics for taking 

photographs 2013) 

14 Whether knowledge provider is willing to show 

the plant/faunal to the researcher (in case of 

India, the order of Govt of India for plucking or 

collecting plant samples need to be referred)?  

If yes, then whether she/he wants to help in providing specimens. In case 

of yes, researcher need to follow proper protocol (may sometimes need 

to take approval of community chief in case of working with tribal 

communities) of plucking and collecting specimen. 

15 Whether knowledge provider is willing to allow 

researcher for sharing his/ her corresponding 

address with  

With third party or not 

16 Level of discloser of knowledge and practice  Village level, regional or district level, national and international levels 

17 Terms and conditions on the basis of which a 

knowledge provider wants to share her/his 

knowledge with third party 

Terms and conditions----- 

18 Types of improvement a knowledge provider/

community want in his/her practice  

Refinement, promotion through share, knowledge networking, testing of 

active compounds in the practice, product development, making self help 

group, mediation for promotion of practice, etc. 

19 Non-monitory benefits knowledge providers 

wants  

Recognition in acknowledgement of article or book, co-authorship in 

article/ book, recognition in media and at appropriate place 

20 In case if benefits arise from knowledge, which 

institution would a knowledge provider opt to 

get his/her benefit 

Individually in case of creativity, community trust in case collective 

knowledge, self help group in case of group knowledge, etc. 

21 Declaration on PIC I/We have read this Prior Informed Consent Form and have understood the 

implications of various choices described in the explanatory note. I/We 

(TKH/community head) have voluntarily decided to select the 

option/options which I/We have ticked above for questions. I/We 

(TKH/community head) further assure (name of institution. Agency to 

which explorer or researcher belongs) that all the information given above 

is true to the best of my/our knowledge and belief. I/We (TKH/community 

head) acknowledge that if the knowledge innovation/practice contributed 

by me/us is already in public domain, then the restriction and terms and 

conditions mentioned above will not apply 

(Contd.)



SINGH et al.: PRIOR INFORMED CONSENT (PIC) 

 

 

557 

 

taking photographs of TKHs and in communities are 

presented in Table 6. 

Most often, the researcher does not know, or is 

unable to identify a plant or faunal species (if species 

is of a novel category, as most often happens at 

biodiversity hot-spots of the world) that is part of TK. 

In such cases, the researcher must obtain prior consent 

of the community chief or TKHs to take a voucher 

sample or photograph of the plant or animal from 

their territory. This process can assist in building trust 

between formal institutions and communities. Further, 

when voucher specimens are deposited, the name  

and address of the knowledge provider(s) should be 

mentioned on the herbarium specimen. This process 

also helps to inculcate reciprocal learning between  

the researcher and knowledge provider. If associated 

knowledge is, at some point in the future, 

commercialized, then the knowledge provider’s 

community can be contacted from the herbarium 

reference and PIC agreement, in order to estimate 

either the status of the plant or to supply samples 

required for commercializing a product to third party 

(enhancing market led conservation). Aside from this 

economic aspect, noting the exact location of a plant 

in the collection helps to determine its geographical 

location in the future. This can help in protecting 

knowledge/rights of a community and individual 

knowledge holders.  
 

Ethics in power relationships, rights and respect for 

knowledge/data ownership 

For most of the developmental works in Asia, 

Africa and other third world countries, colonized rule 

with centralized decision making (led by ‘top-to-

bottom’) power is still practiced. In the case of 

enhancing sustainability of TKSs, such power and 

decision-making processes need to be de-colonizing
42

. 

The concern arises over who should hold the control 

over and rights to data and knowledge generated from 

traditional knowledge? Should an outside authority 

(e.g., the institution to which a researcher belongs) 

retain rights and power over TKSs or local communities? 

This is one of the complex issues in the field of 

research on TKSs, but has wide-reaching ethical and 

legal implications
25

, and needs practical solutions. 

There are a number of cases such as the Havasupai 

case (blood sample were taken to study reasons 

behind increasing rate of diabetes, but later on blood 

samples of Havasupai Indians were used for mental 

illness and theories of tribe’s geographical origins)
52

, 

that reflect improper application of PIC and un-ethical 

conduction of research with traditional communities
25

. 

Having a written agreement clearly spelling out 

decision-making protocols and rights for data 

ownership is the best approach. Efforts should  

be made to retain ownership of the data/knowledge 

with the original community/TKHs. However, the 

researcher and formal institutions involved in  

research may be given defined liberty to mediate and  

promote the TKSs. Further, the question of level of 

control over data/knowledge is an important one. This 

depends upon mutual understanding developed 

between research institution(s) and the participating 

community. The community should have the right to 

withdraw the power and rights it relegates to 

researchers at any point of time, with a certain period 

of written notice. Such a mechanism, if it is built into 

the agreement from the beginning of the research, can 

minimize the risk of misappropriation or deprivation 

of TKHs from economic and other benefits. 
 

Non patent literature (NPL) and patent cooperation treaty 

(PCT) minimum documentation 

The PCT was defined (Article 2) and concluded  

in 1970, amended in 1979 and modified in 1984  

and 2001
53

. The PCT regulated through WIPO 

provides essential services to facilitate the process and 

means of filing international patent protection
53

.  

The selection of traditional knowledge related 

documentation is also being processed through the list 

of NPL. Other than protecting the TK, PCT provides  

a way to ‘prior art search’ for a particular practice  

Table 5—Contents that may be included in a PIC (prior informed consent) form (Contd.) 

S No Contents Options and remarks 

22 Name and address of the community/traditional 

knowledge holder 

Signature with date----------- 

23 Name of the nominee/authorized representative 

(in case if knowledge provider is unable to sign 

fill and sign PIC) 

Signature with date _____________ 

 

24 Name and address of researcher/collaborator/

explorer of knowledge  

Signature with date_______ 
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or knowledge relating to traditional knowledge.  

In this way, the mechanism provided through PCT  

to some extent ensures that TK and other form of 

knowledge  are  not  misappropriated  for  commercial 

purposes or patents. Before 2004 (Circular C PCT 

1996), five periodicals (Journal of Ethnopharmacology, 

Journal of Chinese Medicine, Economic Botany, 

Pharmaceutical Biology and Pharmaceutica) were 

considered as part of NPL and PCT
54

. Later on,  

6 other periodicals (Planta Medica, Phytochemistry, 

Journal of Nutrition, Journal of Natural Products, 

Fitoterapia and Phytotherapy Research) were included 

in NPL and PCT system as proposed by European 

Patent Office (PCT/MIA/10/11, paragraph 40).  

In the eleventh session of Geneva organized by 

WIPO, the concerned committee has further reviewed 

status of NPL and PCT, and decided to include Indian 

Journal of Traditional Knowledge (IJTK) and Journal 

of Medicinal and Aromatic Plants Abstracts (MAPA) 

as part of NPL and PCT under the Rule 34 of WIPO
54

. 

Now the researches on TK and other forms of 

informal knowledge published in IJTK and MAPA 

are covered under PCT. An explanatory note on PCT 

and its relevance to TK can be accessed from  

the January issue of IJTK 2005. The efforts of 

collection, characterization and documentation of TK 

and other forms of informal knowledge system 

pursued by IJTK has been recognized globally, thus 

potential and diversity of Indian TK, and TK from 

other parts of world have been represented well 

globally by IJTK with its ethical approach of 

publication
55

. Work of TKDL (traditional knowledge 

digital library) is another pioneer work of India in 

minimizing misappropriation of TK. With this, it has 

joined the list of select list of thirteen nations of  

its seven positions with France and Switzerland
55

.  

Table 6—Suggested ethical guidelines of ISE 2012 for taking images from the traditional knowledge holders/tribal communities or  

local communities 

Consent needed from those being photographed 

• When possible, before taking a photograph of a person, the photographer should obtain explicit permission to take the photograph 

from TKHs/ local community. If permission is sought after the photograph is taken, any request to delete or destroy the image(s) 

should be respected. Beside the personal consultation with an individual, the process can be initiated in consultation with community 

chief also. 

• Use of photographs of people who cannot readily be identified in the image is acceptable if the photograph was taken under ethical 

conditions (e.g., public venue or with full knowledge that a researcher was taking photographs as part of a consented research 

program). 

• Permission should be obtained to use the image for the particular purpose desired (eg. website, brochure, other publication). 

• Note: There are some cases for which consent may be reasonably assumed. For example, from persons who pose in a group 

photograph taken at an event, such as a conference, or in a public event, such as a media release. [For public group photos pre-1990s, 

one may not assume that the subjects expected to have their image released world-wide. However, it is reasonable to assume that the 

subjects meant for their image to be public at least within the group/organization involved. Best judgment should be used in these 

cases.] It is good practice to ask about protocol and/or seek consent from the organizer of an event before taking photographs. 

Considering the intentions of the use of the photograph may also lead to a less strict implementation of these guidelines. For 

example, it is reasonable for the ISE to use a photograph of ISE co-founder Darrell Posey on the ISE website when discussing the 

Fellowship named for him, without consulting his estate. 

• Include the name(s) of identifiable individuals in the caption of the photograph so they are not portrayed as generic or nameless 

individuals or groups, unless they have requested that names not be used. 

• Respect any requests made by those photographed, or the photographer, to remove their image(s) from use. 

• Gain permission to use images of culturally restricted sites, activities, designs or other materials, from appropriate persons within 

the community of origin. If you are unsure of local or cultural guidelines, be sure to inform yourself, checking with more than one 

source if necessary, before using the image. 

• Consent of the photographer to use the image(s) for the particular purpose desired (eg. website, brochure, other publication) 

� credit the photographer 

� include the year of the photo (if known) 

 

Desirable: 
 

Include a caption that describes the place and what is going on in the photograph, to provide context and specificity to the activity 

portrayed, while respecting any explicit wishes of those photographed concerning the inclusion or exclusion of information relating to the 

photograph (e.g., locations of traditional gathering sites or other sensitive or proprietary information). 

Source: ISE 2013 with permission 
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IJTK is a leader of periodicals to include IPC 

(International Patent Classification) class codes for  

all articles. IPC classification add values to the  

search and examination process of TK. Traditional 

Knowledge is knowledge, innovations and practices 

of indigenous/local communities embodying traditional 

life-styles which is undocumented and generally 

passed down by word of mouth from generation  

to generation. Indian Ayurveda is the oldest source  

of Traditional Knowledge, more than 500 years old. 

More than 95% TK is in communities, not individuals. 
 

Conclusion  

Conducting ethically healthy research on TKSs  

is an educational and continuous long process. 

Developing society and members from tribal/native 

communities where education percentage is less, 

application of PIC with them needs experience and 

capacity building. Members of indigenous and 

customary institutions, and village level democratic 

institutions in India need exposure and awareness 

towards PIC and conduction of ethically healthy 

research. Special efforts should be made to establish 

ethical board in every relevant higher educational and 

research institutions on conducting ethically rich 

researches on TKSs. Experiences while working with 

traditional communities (Adi, Monpa, Brokpa, Nyshi 

and other tribes of India) and grassroots innovators of 

India revealed that even after completion of research 

project on TKs with a particular community, 

researcher has to bear a number of responsibilities 

towards studied communities. For example, in one  

of the farmer’s innovation (explored by RKS) about 

wheat varieties in central India, the researcher  

took initiative from exploration to final validation  

of farmer’s variety (Fig. 4). Although, the farmer’s 

variety after scientific validation was found to be 

inferior over other popular varieties of wheat. This 

has provided a lesson also, that all the knowledge  

or grassroots innovations of farmers may not be 

always successful to the scientific scale and level of 

commercialization. Therefore, such consequences 

should well be informed to the knowledge holders 

while taking PIC so that their false expectation and 

undesired consequences could be minimized. Further, 

the researcher responsibilities include helping them to 

prepare and submit projects on livelihood promotions 

(may be based on the findings of project which has 

been shared with community), capacity building, 

natural resources conservation, and alike. Despite 

changes in place, time and roles, still the ethical 

responsibility of researcher in promoting traditional 

community cannot be ignored.  

Students and researchers both in India and abroad 

need knowledge and education on ethically healthy 
research and application of PIC particularity with 
tribal and local communities. For them, using ethical 
approaches of research and PIC may be made 
mandatory. Formal institutions and scientist who are 
pursuing their research using ethical approaches and 

PIC must be encouraged formally. The editors of 
research journals who receive articles based on TKSs 
(if data is collected from primary sources) should 
assure that PIC is obtained in the research for data 
(including photos also) and local community/TKHs 
are acknowledged or co-authored in case of 

community knowledge/ individual /group knowledge 
(whichever condition apply). Research conducted 
with local community, farmers and TKHs should 
show that it was carried out ethically.  

The PIC applied with local community should be 
simple and informative, but avoid exhaustive contents 

in it
19

. A rational amount of time and project inputs 
should be invested with the local communities  
with whom research is to be carried out with PIC. 
A balance is required to take PIC on individual  
and community knowledge, as well as the community 
chief as suggested by Sherman et al

19
. The efficacy  

of effective PIC can only be assured when researcher 
is fully aware and knowledgeable with socio- 
cultural, economic, political and spiritual attributes  
of a particular community

56
. Therefore, effective 

consultation with local community ensures their 
greater participation, understanding indigenous world, 

screening of best research practices for respective 

 

Fig. 4—Mr. Krishnakant Upadhyay with his innovation of wheat 

variety (Photo year 2001) 
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community, determining scientific interventions and 
appropriate policies

57
. Follow-up of ethically healthy 

research with traditional knowledge holders also  
helps to develop location specific strategies for 
identifying interventions on conserving natural 

resources (e.g;. rare, threatened, and endangered 
species) and adaptive practices, and thus can 
contribute in sustainable development of natural 
resources dependent communities. 
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