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Abstract: Universities are increasingly expected to teach, research and engage their communities 
and industry sectors in order to inform policy and practice. For most people, teaching and research 
are relatively easy concepts to understand, but the same cannot be said for engagement.  What 
does it mean to engage with a community?  Who is the community?  If community engagement is 
occurring, how do we tell? What are the costs and benefits of community engagement? This paper 
uses an autoethnography or narrative approach to tell the story of a rural community’s ongoing 
search for meaningful ways to dispose of dead bodies of loved ones with respect and dignity but at 
the same minimise harm to the environment.  The paper highlights among other things, the 
importance of traditional conflict mediation and negotiation skills in bringing together people of 
diverse interests and aspirations, especially in the contexts of post-colonial societies experiencing 
rapid and complex social change, to work towards the common good. 
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Introduction 

he impetus for this paper stems from the growing expectation that universities engage and build partnerships 
with industry and society in order to find sustainable solutions to societal problems. To date the literature has 
focused on measurable indicators of engagement such as the number of industry grants received by university 
researchers, industry internshipsby students as well as numbers of people attending public seminars and 

university open days. These are important, but they tell us little about the ‘how’, about the dynamics and messiness 
of the engagement process, the competencies required for effective engagement and how these might be taught to 
future researchers. I hope that anautoethnography or personal narrative approach, told in the first person, will throw 
some light on these.  

This research engagement case study is based on 30 years’ experience in community development and related social 
health research across rural Ghana, Aboriginal Australia and beyond (Tsey 2011).It tells the story of Botoku, a rural 
community in south-east Ghana’s ongoing search for ways in which to dispose of dead bodies of loved ones with 
dignity but at the same minimise harm to the environment.At issue is the challenge of sustainability, how to ensure 
that burial practices meetthe land usage needs of the present populations without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs for land (World Commission on Environment and Development. 1987). The 
paper highlights the importance of narrative or story-sharing as atool for enabling communities of people to 
reflectcritically on their beliefs and attitudes in order to find locally relevant ways of working around apparently 
sensitiveand/or wicked-problems, through processes of deep learning (Scottand and Gough. 2003). 

Background  

When I think about engaging local communities in research, what immediately comes to mind is one of my favourite 
anecdotes; one which I have shared in talks and presentations over the years (Tsey 2011) and  cannot help but repeat 
here.  I was born, and completed primary school in my village, Botoku,in south-east Ghana. As in many rural and 
remote Aboriginal communities in Australia, there were and still are no high schools in Ghanaian villages.  The only 
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way to go to high school was to go to boarding school or stay with family or friends in town, so in 1969 I left the 
village to begin my further education. 

On my holidays, like many of my classmates, I returned to the village and worked with my parents in the field. I 
recall my father asking me to tell them what we were learning at school.  Perhaps because I thought that since my 
parents had not been to school they would not understand, I found myself struggling to find anything to say that I 
thought would make sense to them. My father, a small-built, almost diminutive man, was a persistent and 
determined person who did not shy away from speaking his mind.  He was not at all prepared to take my silence for 
an answer.  When I failed to answer his question for the third time, he gently but firmly said to me ‘Look, our son, if 
we send you to boarding school, and you cannot come back and make what you are learning relevant to the needs 
and aspirations of people in this village, then what is the point of sending you to school?  You may as well come 
back to join us here and till the soil.’ As someone who did not particularly like working in the field, and in many 
ways saw education as my escape from peasant agriculture, the idea of re-joining my family in the village to ‘till the 
soil’ scared the hell out of me and I began to ask myself exactly how I could make my learning relevant.  

My father’s advice to make my learning relevant to my people and my own formative experiences and reflections 
led me to a lifetime of involvement in community development and related social research. While I was still a 
student I was involved in a range of community improvement projects in my rural Ghanaian community, such as 
building and improving schools, clinics and markets and providing electricity and water supply. Later, when I had 
returned from Glasgow University after my PhD study and was working as a lecturer at the University of Ghana, my 
involvement grew. In 1987 there was a knock on my door early one morning. I opened the door and to my surprise I 
saw Colonel Asamoah, 'Colonel' as he was known by most Botoku people, with Togbe Brusuo Letsu, leading elders 
from my village. What brings you here so early? Has someone died at home? I let them in and waited anxiously for 
what they had to say. ‘We have come to talk to you about something that is important for Botoku’ Colonel said. 
‘Togbe and I and our peers are getting old. We need younger people to take our place. We want you to use your 
education to help make Botoku a better place. We are asking you to become the Chairperson of the Botoku 
Electrification Committee. We want the Committee to mobilise all Botoku people, both within and outside, to give 
what they can according to their capacity. We want to make sure that Botoku is not left behind.’ So my role in 
community development leadership in the village began. As an academic I began at the same time to use 
participatory research methods to support village development initiatives. 

One of the ways I continue to make my learning relevant to my village since I migrated to Australia has been to turn 
my community development involvement into ongoing long-term research.  Every two or three years, I return to the 
village for up to three months.  I use the opportunity to be a participant observer in development activities; hold 
group discussions and interviews with informed people; analyse and integrate the findings with the relevant 
literature, and present summaries at development forums to chiefs and elders, churches, teachers, youth, cultural 
groups and so on.  

In April 2012, I visited Botoku with my family to stay for a couple of months while I combined work with a family 
holiday. We landed in Accra, the capital city, on the Wednesday before Easter and arrived in the village on Good 
Friday. On Saturday there was to be a fundraising event organised by the chiefs and development leaders which 
would include the launch of two books I had recently published.  

One of the books is based on my 30 years of involvement in development initiatives within the village and reports 
the experiences and effects of the development process from the point of view of the local community (Tsey 2011). 
The other, written in collaboration with my old mentor Colonel, is a short history of Botoku from migration and 
settlement through to present-day social and cultural developments (Asamoah and Tsey 2012).  

The formal launch was to be performed by the Minister of Tourism, a senior member of the ruling government, who 
comes from Botoku.  Before the launch the chiefs and elders, along with invited politicians and other dignitaries, 
formally opened a new school building which the government had recently built. It was an election year, so the 
politicians were taking the opportunity to remind their electorates of the wonderful things they had done for them. 
Then everyone went to the durbar ground for the launch event.  The place was full of people: school children, the 
Asafos or youth groups, church groups, music groups and the chiefs and elders in their brightly coloured clothes and 
paraphernalia.  

The launch focused mainly on the history book. There were speeches, followed by music, dancing and an appeal for 
funds. The school cultural group performed a moving poetry recital in honour of Colonel and myself for our 
sacrifice and dedication in writing a history of their beloved village. The Minister said that the book was one of the 
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few of its kind nation-wide and the first in the district.  People from other villages and towns had already begun 
requesting copies to use as models for their own historical narratives. She announced that the book was priced at 10 
GHC cedes ($5) a copy, and that all proceeds would go into the Botoku Education Trust.  But the Minister did not 
expect the invited dignitaries and people with financial means to buy this valuable book for 10 cedies at all. She 
considered that that would be an insult to Botoku and to the authors.  So, leading by example, she paid 50 cedes 
($25) for her signed copy of the book. This was met by applause and then, with humour, she turned to key people in 
the crowd and like an auctioneer, called for them to follow her lead and purchase their own copies.  The sales price 
began at 50 cedes, decreased to 45, then to 40, until it came down to the basic 10 cedes. An estimated 260 people 
attended the event.  Seventy-four copies of the history book were sold at the event, mostly to people willing to pay 
more than the 10 cedi price as a way of contributing to the fundraising. For the next few weeks it was gratifying to 
see all sorts of people, even those who could not read or write, buying the books or sitting in small groups reading 
and discussing the stories and the colourful photos.  

The engagement case study  

Some days after the book launch, I received a message from the chiefs and elders inviting Colonel and me to an 
early morning meeting, which I assumed was to formally thank us for our good work. In Botoku, all serious business 
must be dealt with at dawn, when the brain is supposed to be at its most fresh.  Because it would be hard for 86-
year-old Colonel to make an early morning walk to the chief’s house, the chiefs and elders decided that we would 
meet at his house instead.  By 5.00 am we were all sitting on the large open veranda.  There were seven male and 
five female chiefs or their representatives, the elected district assembly representative, church leaders, and the 
yokufia or youth leader responsible for digging graves and cemetery oversight. Unexpectedly, the tsiami or 
spokesperson for the chiefs announced that they had come to see us because there was a crisis at hand and they 
wanted our advice.   

Colonel and I were ready to listen and so the spokesperson explained the problem.  About sixty years ago the village 
burial ground became a barrier to the natural expansion of the village.  It was decided to create a new cemetery 
further away.  The clan group that owned the land for the new site offered it to the village free of charge. The current 
crisis was that the original landowners had applied for an injunction at the High Court to restrict further burials at 
the site. They claimed that the community had exhausted the original allocation and was now encroaching on land 
beyond it. In Botoku, the spokesperson went on, land had always been given free of charge for public use.  Just as 
this particular family had given land for use as a cemetery, so others had given their land for schools, roads, 
churches, football fields, markets and the like. The decision to take this matter to court was creating conflict in the 
community. Other families were threatening to demand payments for lands they had donated for public use. More 
urgently, there was the problem of what to do were someone to die.  No one had died since the injunction was 
granted, but there were a number of terminally ill people in the village. In short, the chiefs and elders were asking 
Colonel and me to help them break the stalemate and to resolve the conflict over the burial grounds.   

My first thoughts turned to my desire to rest following the book launch and spend some time relaxing with my 
family.   I thought, ‘How can I tell my children and partner that I still have work to do in the village? What do I 
know about cemeteries?’ But then I thought ‘I’m a professor of education for social sustainability, I know there is an 
emerging body of knowledge about ecologically friendly ways of disposing dead bodies’ and  I could see that there 
might be an worthwhile knowledge sharing and translation opportunity here for me even if it did interfere with my 
family holiday.  

So Colonel and I agreed to help to break the stalemate, but on condition that everyone committed to respecting 
confidentiality until the case was finally settled.  I also said that this cemetery crisis was another development 
challenge facing the community and just as I had researched and documented community development initiatives in 
the village over the past 30 years, I would carefully collect information about the steps taken towards resolving this 
problem. I would also like everyone at the meeting to help me so that we would all learn from the process.  

I asked them to find out about cemeteries in other rural communities like Botoku and any changes occurring in 
recent times. I knew that Botoku was not alone in its cemetery crisis; across the world there are growing debates 
about how to dispose of the bodies of loved ones in dignified ways friendly to the environment. I would search the 
internet, talk with colleagues and friends and share whatever information I found at the next meeting. To signify the 
close of the meeting, Colonel went into his room and brought out a bottle of gin. As an elder himself, he said, he 
could not receive the chiefs and elders in his house and see them depart with dry throats. 
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My first task was to convince the landowners to agree to withdraw the case from court. An elder from the family 
who own the land is my cousin, so it was not hard to approach him. His response was that any family decisions had 
to be taken collectively and he arranged a time for me to formally approach the family at a meeting.  At that 
meeting, I explained that I had been approached to help resolve the cemetery issue.  I asked them to withdraw the 
case from court and while they agreed that litigation was not in anybody’s interests, they said that the issue involved 
others too and they would need to consult among their families living outside the village. They asked me to allow 
another week and then come back for an answer.   

After about ten days, we met again. Their spokesperson explained that it was not their original intention to go to 
court at all; in fact, it was the last thing they wanted. However, it was more than ten years since their family had first 
informed the chiefs and elders that the original allocation of land was all used and that the village was encroaching 
on unallocated land.  Successive warnings to the chiefs and elders were not taken seriously because of the attitude 
that in Botoku land has always been free. Furthermore, when they gave an ultimatum to the village to stop burying 
on land outside the boundaries of the cemetery, the chiefs and elders and indeed many other people responded with 
insults, name-calling and vilification rather than sitting down and dealing with the problem with respect and 
maturity.  Given the abuse and insults they suffered, the family was determined to pursue the case.  The family 
wanted me to know that Colonel and I were putting them in a very difficult, almost untenable situation, because their 
respect for us and our general standing in the community made it hard for them to say no to us.  After allowing time 
for them to express deep feelings of frustration and hurt about the whole conflict over the cemetery issue, I thanked 
them and their family sincerely for their co-operation by agreeing to withdraw the case.  I told them about the two 
conditions that Colonel and I had agreed with the chiefs.  Confidentiality about the negotiations until a final 
settlement was achieved and that I would document the process and present back to the community later to allow 
people to learn from the experience to guide the future.  We thanked each other again and I left. 

Next, Colonel and I met with the chiefs and elders again and gave them the response from the landowners, for which 
they were very grateful. I then reminded them of my request that we should all take steps back and reflect on how 
Botoku had disposed of their dead in the past, how they were doing it now, and whether we could learn from 
changes happening in similar villages or in other parts of the world. Could we find a new direction for Botoku to 
take with their cemeteries?  

I could not stop people talking.  Everybody was keen to put his or her views across and I carefully documented them 
all:‘Long before the arrival of Christianity, the Botoku people buried their dead; but not in coffins in cemeteries with 
headstones as they do today. When a person died, the clan group and community kept awake overnight with the 
body while information was sent to relatives and friends in the nearby villages and preparations were made for 
burial to occur.  The overnight watch was to protect against hyenas trying to steal the corpse for a feast.  For the 
burial, the body was wrapped in the dead person’s favourite clothing and placed in a shallow grave. Each clan group 
had its own burial grounds. There were no memorials or tombstones.  The only indications of a grave site were a few 
cooking pots, plates and other utensils in which food and water was left to sustain the dead person during the 
journey to the spirit world.  For the Botoku people, while it was sad to lose a loved one, the dead were not 
considered separate from the living.  Death was simply a passage or pathway allowing humans to enter the world of 
the ancestors who to this day are ever present in Ghanaian death rituals and practices’.  

According to the people, ‘all that had changed since the arrival of Christianity.  Community cemeteries where the 
dead were buried in timber coffins became a permanent feature in southern Ghana.  Memorials indicating the name 
and the birth and death dates were erected one year after the death. At first memorials were simple wooden crosses 
with a concrete foundation to protect the wood from termites but over the last ten to twenty years gravestones have 
become an expensive feature of burials.  Nobody could tell exactly how it started or where the idea came from, but it 
became the practice to line graves with cement blocks, presumably to prevent the walls caving in. The gravestones 
themselves are also made out of cement and the marble headstones are becoming ever bigger.  Now, in some graves 
the floor and the walls are being lined with the most expensive marble tiles. Burials have become a contest of status 
as families, even those without the means, compete to see who can build the most imposing tombstones for their 
loved ones. Increasingly, people are choosing aluminium caskets rather than wooden coffins because they are seen 
to have higher status.Botoku, and Ghana as a whole, will need to look at the rising cost of funerals carefully because 
it is pushing so many families into debt. Ghanaians are behaving like ostriches with their heads in the sand; they 
behave as though they don’t know that funeral costs are killing us. Families cannot afford to look after their children 
at school or send the sick to hospital, but are willing to pour money into funerals.  White people invented the 
ambulance to take sick people to hospital in emergencies; in Ghana ambulances are mainly for carrying the dead as 
sign of respect and social status.Some villages and towns are now demanding that a fee be paid to the landowners as 
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a condition for burial. In contrast, some communities have banned cement tombstones altogether, in the hope that as 
in the days before Christianity, burial grounds will be able to be re-used for other purposes; others are planting 
timber on burial grounds instead of gravestones.  But if Botoku continues the way it is going’, they concluded, 
‘where is the land coming from for our children and their children’s children?’ 

It was then my turn to share what I had learned about cemetery practices. I wanted to put the situation in Botoku into 
a global context and show that it was only one tiny part of a global trend. I tried to explain that in 1850 the world’s 
population was estimated at 1.2 billion, hundred years later in 1950, it had more than doubled to 2.5 billion and by 
2050, it is expected to jump nearly 4 times to 9 billion people.  I too posed the question, ‘how will our children and 
our children’s children dispose of an increasing number of dead bodies in ways that respect the loved ones, are 
environmentally sustainable and do not harm the increasingly limited available land, water and clean air?’ 

I told them that the two main forms of disposing of dead bodies were burial and cremation; that population growth 
and shortage of land are often the main reasons people move from burial to cremation. Although the transition to 
cremation can be hard for those who are used to burial, necessity often forces people to change. I spoke about the 
environmental limitations of both burial and cremation: burial locks up land that could be used for other purposes 
and contaminates the soil through the use of embalming chemicals; cremation requires limited amounts of land but 
uses a lot of energy and emits carbon dioxide which contributes to atmospheric pollution. This led me to introduce 
two new ideas that have appeared in the last twenty years or so as ways of solving the problem of disposing of 
human bodies.  First, the idea of ‘green burials’. In many ways this is a return to the way Botoku people buried 
people before Christianity.  Green burials do not use hard timber, metal caskets or embalming chemicals, only 
materials that are biodegradable and will dissolve into the soil over time. People will be able to re-use burial grounds 
later for other purposes, including growing food crops.  With the other method (alkaline hydrolysis) the body is 
placed in a solution of lye and water and within a short time simply dissolves into liquid, along with most of the 
bones.  Any remaining bones are crushed into ash and together with the liquid can be used as fertiliser or harmlessly 
flushed away. I said that these ways, especially dissolving the bodies in chemicals, are so new that it will take time 
for people to accept them, but that necessity will eventually lead to changes like this.  

There were long discussions about the similarities and differences between Ghana and other places.  For example, in 
India cremation is the norm, but among the Botoku and central Ewe-speaking people, only witches were 
traditionally cremated; however, some Ghanaians are starting to choose cremation for religious and environmental 
reasons.  From that point things moved quickly.  I prepared the relevant letters for withdrawing the court case, which 
were duly signed by representatives of the two parties and myself.  All three of us made the 40-minute journey to the 
high court where, with the court’s approval, the case was withdrawn.  I was given four weeks to report the final 
settlement back to the court.  A week after the case was formally withdrawn from the court, Colonel and I succeeded 
in bringing the two parties together with a view to arbitrating a settlement to the dispute. 

As usual, we met in the early morning on Colonel’s veranda. The atmosphere was very tense as it was the first time 
some of the warring parties were face-to-face to discuss an issue that had sharply divided the village. Formal 
greetings were exchanged and I opened the meeting with a summary of our involvement in the case to date.  I went 
over how the chiefs and elders had approached us, the two conditions upon which we agreed to be involved, my 
approaches to the landowners and how grateful we were for the respect they showed us by agreeing to withdraw the 
case.  Next, I spoke about the work the chiefs and elders had done to remember and reflect on Botoku’s approaches 
to disposing of dead bodies in pre-colonial days, the changes brought by colonialism and Christianity and where 
Botoku is now. I then discussed the lessons that we could all learn not only from Botoku’s history but from others in 
Ghana and across the world: the fact that population growth is bound to put even more pressure on our resources in 
the years to come and that Botoku needs to choose new directions to go into the future. 

Then the two parties took turns to put their perspectives across.  The chiefs and elders reiterated some of the key 
points I had made, while the landowners expressed frustration about the fact that lack of respect and prompt action 
on the part of the chiefs was largely to blame for the dispute in the first place.  As Botoku custom requires, it was 
then time to go and consult abrewa (a mystical old lady renowned for her wisdom) for advice. A representative from 
each of the two parties, together with Colonel and me, met with  abrewa in a private location behind the house.  
After about 45 minutes, the delegation returned, the arbitration reconvened and I announced abrewa’s decisions.  By 
custom, anything that is said during deliberations with abrewa must never be divulged, so I spoke only about the key 
outcomes.  
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‘First, abrewa wanted all Botoku to be grateful to the landowners for their generosity in allowing the village to use 
their land free of charge for over sixty years. Abrewa wanted to point out to the whole of Botoku that ewu ke to le 
amengo ya woduo, which translated literally means that the style of dance which is fashionable at a stage in a 
person’s life is what the person needs to dance.  This statement conveys that as the world changes, so people need to 
change in response.   

Abrewa said that for twelve months from the date of settlement (7 May 2012) the landowners should continue to 
allow the village to bury in empty spaces within, but not outside, the boundaries of the original cemetery. In the 
meantime, the chiefs and elders should commence negotiations with the current landowners or others with the aim 
of securing land for a new cemetery. 

Abrewa was unhappy with the direction in which Botoku people are going with cemeteries. Abrewa wanted to 
remind the negotiating parties that even the land on which they had gathered that day was once the burial ground for 
the Botoku Lobo clan group.  Abrewa asked the chiefs and elders to show leadership by convincing their people to 
seriously re-think their burial practices. Abrewa reminded the people that Botoku needs to think about its children’s 
children, so that as its ancestors did once upon a time, the people bury their loved ones in simple ways so that future 
generations can re-use the land.  Banning aluminium caskets and concrete gravestones would be the first steps in 
that direction.  

Abrewa wanted the entire village to know that any new plots acquired for a cemetery will necessarily require some 
amount of payment per burial.  While every effort should be made to ensure that this does not become a burden to 
families, it was important to prepare the community beforehand. 

Abrewawanted to remind everybody that opportunity often comes unexpectedly from adversity.  Botoku, despite its 
rural isolation, has always been at the forefront of innovation and change in the district. What abrewa wanted 
everybody to take away from the arbitration was reassurance and confidence in the Botoku peoples’ determination 
and capacity to overcome conflicts and divisions, their pioneering roles in being among the first in the district to 
adopt cocoa farming in the 1920s and their achievements in education, which have always been the envy of nearby 
villages and towns. Abrewa was convinced that whatever steps the community took to resolve the cemetery dispute 
would be only the beginning of a bigger change that would have implications for other villages in Ghana and 
beyond.  The people should be proud of themselves for achieving a peaceful resolution of their dispute.’ 

 It was then my turn to provide the bottle of gin that was shared to signify the close of the meeting. It is now the 
responsibility of the chiefs and elders to work with potential landowners and the broader community to put abrewa’s 
directives into practice. I later took photos of the typical gravestones before the settlement of the dispute, so I can 
compare them with subsequent graves and memorials. 

Conclusion  

At the time of writing this paper in January 2018, the community continues to bury the dead in the same cemetery 
with the consent of the landowners but for an agreed fee of 20 GH cedes per burial and an additional 250 for those 
who wish to erect concrete gravestones. Some of the landowners I spoke with were still unhappy about the use of 
concrete tombstones but acknowledge that change is slow and it is better to work with people so they can realise the 
need for change themselves,rather than impose change from above.  

As society we are going to be faced with more and more wicked problemsrather than fewer (Yang Yinghong, Li 
Yan, Siu Man (Carrie) Lui, Irina Kinchin, Marion Heyeres,Komla Tsey (forthcoming)).Whether it is how best to 
dispose of dead bodies in dignified but ecologically friendly ways, deal with terrorism and armed conflicts, tackle 
social inequalities, or deal with our beliefs and attitudes towards same sex relationships and climate change adaption 
and mitigation, effective researchers and teachers will need to have very sophisticated mediationandnegotiationskills 
(Scott and Gough. 2003; Evans, Lasen and Tsey 2015). Engaging communities is about trust and relationships; it is 
about relating to people as human beings first and professionals second.It requires capacity to understand and deal 
with people’s emotions and feelings. To my knowledge, this is something that is rarely taught in research methods 
courses. Universities need to take these ‘soft’ skills and capacities more seriously in the context of researchers 
engaging communities towards sustainable development (Li Yan, Yingbong, Y., Lui, S. M. (Carrie), Whiteside, M., 
Tsey, K. (forthcoming)). At the core of soft skills is traditional wisdom, what Aristotle calls phronesis and Ewe 
people of West Africa callafemenunya(Tsey 2011), as valuable resources for bringing together people of diverse 
interests and aspirations to work towards the common good. 
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