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Le ssons from Refugees
Research Ethics in the Context of Resettlement in South America

Marcia Vera Espinoza

� ABSTRACT: Refugees are the main experts on their own experiences of displacement.
Th ey constantly challenge academic research practice and ethical guidelines, as their
own lives are under study. Th is article shares some refl ections from research with
Colombian and Palestinian resettled refugees in Chile and Brazil, shedding light on
refugees’ agency in determining what constitutes safe and ethical research practices.
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From 2012 to 2015 I conducted research exploring the experiences of resettlement of a group of 
Colombian and Palestinian refugees in Chile and Brazil (Vera Espinoza 2015, 2017, 2018a, 2018b). 
Th e research methodology used a qualitatively driven mixed-methods approach (Mason 2006) 
that included semistructured interviews, a survey, and participant observation in two countries. 
While both populations of concern were well-defi ned within the study, these resettled refugees 
were distributed in diff erent cities and municipalities within Chile and Brazil. Access to partic-
ipants, in this context, was one of the main challenges I faced when I started the project. Access 
also became a point of critical refl ection, as refugees themselves raised a number of issues that 
were beyond the ethical considerations applied as part of standard academic guidelines.1

Th e research project opted for a complex matrix of diverse sites and research participants 
that included two countries, fi ft een cities, and refugees from two distinct communities, in order 
to explore how refugees coming from inside and outside the region experienced resettlement 
and how the program of resettlement has been implemented in South America (showing the 
strengths and weaknesses in existing initiatives). In order to achieve this aim, the research 
included 80 semistructured interviews with refugees and other stakeholders involved in the pro-
gram (government offi  cials, NGO staff , UNHCR staff , and translators, among others). Despite 
the strengths of the approach, which included multiple voices and spaces, the research process 
was still problematic. Besides the questions of “Who speaks for whom?” (Kobayashi 1994), and 
who can speak and upon which interests (Spivak 1988), the study took place within material and 
discursive spaces embedded within power imbalances, where I found myself reproducing and/
or reacting to some of these practices. Th ree main issues emerged from these refl exive discus-
sions with refugees: access and the use of gatekeepers, the negotiation of power imbalances, and 
research fatigue. Th e discussion of these three themes provides relevant refl ections about ethics 
within academic research as well as refugees’ agency in determining what constitutes safe and 
ethical practices for themselves.
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Th e Ethical Challenges of Access through Gatekeepers

Access to participants was challenging and fascinating at the same time, as the negotiation of 
that access shed light onto the relationships and tensions between the actors involved in refugee 
resettlement in both Chile and Brazil (Vera Espinoza 2018b). I used diff erent strategies to reach 
participants, mainly through gatekeepers and snowballing. In both research sites I conducted 
participant observation in the offi  ces of two NGO implementing partners of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). On the one hand, doing participant observa-
tion in these places allowed me to gain fi rsthand insight into the context, relationships, and 
information produced in both NGOs. On the other hand, the use of participant observation 
was intended as a strategic platform from which to understand the diff erent scales and actors 
involved in resettlement, and also as a channel through which to gain access to those people and 
institutions, including refugee participants.

Th e use of gatekeepers as a means of accessing interviewees was rather problematic, since it 
assumed that NGOs would provide access on behalf of other participants, such as other organi-
zations and refugees, who may not know about the research otherwise (O’Reilly 2009). However, 
this has been a common approach in refugee studies, since it has been recognized that some 
organizations control “access to refugees,” demonstrating the power relationships within the ref-
ugee system. Barbara Harrell-Bond and Eft ihia Voutira (2007: 284) argued that an “underlying 
fear of bad publicity” is one of the main reasons why the UNHCR and NGOs are ambivalent in 
allowing research within refugee communities, imposing control through diff erent bureaucratic 
structures. In the context of Chile and Brazil, accessing refugees through the NGOs was an 
eff ective use of gatekeepers, but sometimes a challenging one.

I was refl exive about the reproduction of power dynamics by approaching the organizations 
fi rst. However, the organizations provided the contacts, and my approach to participants was 
always direct, as NGOs on the ground did not have the time or the intention to contact par-
ticipants on my behalf. I also took extra care in informing refugees that, despite getting their 
contact through the organizations, I did not have an institutional commitment with them. Con-
sidering the tense relationship that some refugees had with the implementing organizations 
(Moulin 2012; Vera Espinoza 2018b), it would have been challenging if participants associated 
me with the NGO team (see Kawulich 2005). At the same time, during the negotiation of my 
presence in both NGOs, I made clear my stance as researcher, emphasizing that I would not 
share information about the refugees with the organizations.

Security Concerns

Beyond the considerations taken as part of this approach, getting access through the NGOs 
also raised some security concerns, as one of the families I interviewed emphasized in our fi rst 
encounter. In April 2013 I interviewed a Colombian family in Chile. Once I contacted them over 
the phone and they agreed to the interview, they asked me to meet in the food court of a busy 
shopping center in Santiago. When I asked them why they chose that place, they told me that it 
was related to their own safety. I described this exchange in my fi eld journal:

Th ey didn’t feel safe anymore in the resettlement country due to the increase of the Colom-

bian population and they thought that the NGO was not prepared to handle their safety con-

cerns. In this sense, Luis2 told me: “I don’t have any problem with you now that I know you, 

but don’t you think it is a questionable practice that the organization gave you our contact 
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details without letting us know fi rst? What if the person that asks doesn’t have good inten-

tions?” And then it hit me, he was totally right. Th e NGO is a gatekeeper with such control 

over them that it doesn’t really consider the refugees’ decision over their own information. 

What about me? Am I helping to reproduce these dynamics of power? (April 2013)

In this case, the refugees themselves adopted the security measures they considered necessary, 
such as to meet me in public and to learn more about me before they decided if they wanted to 
take part in the study.

In both countries, the NGOs were the main gatekeepers to refugees. During fi eldwork I 
found myself questioning the criteria upon which institutions control refugees’ contact details 
and how they decided what information they provided or not. I felt that the criteria were based 
on portraying successful stories instead of refugees’ security. As Gill Valentine (2005) has stated, 
the use of gatekeepers carries the risk that they will try to impose their own agenda by directing 
the researcher to a specifi c selection of participants. In the case of this research, NGOs initially 
tended to provide the contact information for refugees regarded as success stories, the same 
contacts that they provided to the UNHCR and the press to write their stories. At some point, 
and aft er my persistent requests to access a wider group of refugees, both institutions in both 
countries off ered me access to refugees’ fi les in order to get their contact information. I per-
ceived that by doing that, both NGOs were trying to show transparency about their work. How-
ever, I found it problematic that the consent to explore those fi les—which included extensive 
and detailed information about people’s displacement and personal history—was given without 
the consent of the refugees themselves. Th is was an ethical issue, and I decided not to use or 
review refugees’ fi les. However, I did use the unsorted Excel sheet with people’s contact details, 
knowing that this also represented an intrusive practice. My reasoning, however, was that by 
contacting the refugees directly, they would be the ones to decide if they wanted to share their 
experiences or not. 

Th e other strategy implemented to access participants was through snowballing (Bryman 
2012). Th is technique of engagement through another contact (in this case, another refugee) 
proved to be eff ective in providing refugees with more confi dence in their decision to partici-
pate in the study.

Positionality and Power Imbalances

Aft er I explained the research and the participants agreed to meet me, a second negotiation 
took place. I was a total stranger knocking at people’s doors. Considering refugees’ traumatic 
experiences before and during displacement, their encounter with strangers is already diffi  cult, 
and I had to ensure extra care in making them feel safe. In this context, and against my initial 
expectations, the information sheet and consent form requested by the institutional ethics com-
mittee played a pivotal role. Th e information sheet, translated into Spanish and Arabic, gave 
participants a sense of security. At the same time, the formality of the consent form also gave 
participants a sense of control and a guarantee of anonymity (Mason 2002; Valentine 2002). All 
participants were given time to read the information (or have it explained orally if they were 
illiterate or had a visual impediment) and ask questions of me. Th ey also signed a consent form 
(or gave oral consent on a recorder if they were unable or unwilling to sign) where they agreed 
to be part of the research.

Usually each visit would take between two and four hours. Aft er they exhausted all their 
questions about the research project, a more personal encounter took place, an encounter that 
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was necessary for the establishment of trust between myself and the refugees, and crucial to the 
success of the research. As Tricia Hynes (2003) asserts, refugees are the experts on their own 
experience, and access to that expertise depends to a great extent on how the researcher handles 
issues of mistrust. Many of these encounters took place while sharing food. Food became an 
instrument to recognize our diff erences and sameness, allowing us to share stories and expe-
riences at a “neutral table.” At the same time, sharing “their” food enabled a shift  in the power 
relations embedded in the interview. Th rough their cooking, refugees evoked and shared their 
memories of home (Law 2001) while at the same time taking ownership of our encounter. I did 
not ask them to cook and it was not considered part of my methodology. When it happened, 
the cooking was their proposal of intervention within the interview process. I registered this in 
my fi eld journal:

Access. Th is word has been persistent in my mind and in my notes since the fi eldwork in 

Chile. Access at diff erent levels. Access as negotiation and sharing. Material access . . . For 

example, when some participants decided to open the doors of their houses and the door to 

their stories, this usually came with food. And it makes sense. Not that they thought I needed 

it, but because opening the details of their experiences for sure needs to come with something 

else, like food, a sort of instrument that takes out the tension, that gives us proximity and puts 

us at the same table despite all our diff erences. Food opened a space to share the memories. 

(January 2014)

In this negotiation of access, my own multiple selves became relevant. Participants wanted to 
know about me as much as about the research. Usually their questions addressed my identity 
as an immigrant, as a woman, or as a Latin American scholar. By sharing my experience living 
abroad as a minority and my experiences with a diff erent language and culture, I was not losing 
my “objectivity” as a researcher. Instead, the participants and I were engaging in a mutual rec-
ognition of our subjective beings (O’Connell Davidson and Layder 1994). Despite our common 
membership in the global community of border crossers, the privilege of my migration by choice 
and not by persecution—among many other privileges—also reinforced our diff erences. Th is 
left  us in an in-between space that challenged the dichotomy of insider versus outsider status, as 
suggested by Sonia Dwyer and Jennifer Buckle (2009, see also Carling et al. 2014). Each of the 
refugees and I have multiple selves and identities, unfolded and reproduced during the interview 
process (Valentine 2002), which provided common ground or reinforced our diff erences.

Th is recognition also highlighted the dilemma of how my own multiple identities played out 
across diff erent scales of the research process, framed within a refugee system marked by power 
and privilege. While I was creating rapport with refugee participants and obtaining valuable 
access, I was also “othering” them in the same research process, by accessing them through the 
NGOs or by assessing the program through their experiences (see Villenas 1996). Th is took 
me through a process of rethinking my research questions and focus, from an initial top-down 
approach that privileged the role of the state and governance structures in order to understand 
resettlement, to one that emphasized refugees’ experiences and the negotiations they developed 
within and across these governance structures. Overall, I believe that the refl exivity that emerged 
from my encounters with the participants allowed us to explore tensions and recognize our mul-
tiple identities, producing rich conversations in a situated context based on mutual respect. At 
the end, as Nando Sigona (2014: 378) asserts, the interview process is a “performance in which 
the meanings of questions and responses are contextually grounded and jointly constructed.” 
However, as refl exive as my encounters were, I cannot claim to have produced nonproblematic 
research. Power relations were embedded in those encounters from the moment I obtained their 
numbers and called them without them being aware.
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Research Fatigue

Another challenge that emerged at an early stage of the research was the research fatigue among 
the Palestinian communities (see also Clark 2008; Karooma 2019). Th e Palestinian resettlement 
program in Chile and Brazil was considered a novel approach to South-South refugee protec-
tion in South America, and as such it received relevant fi nancial support from international 
donors such as Norway, the United States, and Canada, as well as great interest from the interna-
tional community and visibility in the local and the international media (Vera Espinoza 2018a). 
Th is meant that some Palestinian refugees, particularly the ones that spoke better Spanish/Por-
tuguese or the fi rst ones who had obtained jobs, were interviewed repeatedly by the local and 
international press, by the UNHCR, and by local researchers (see also Omata 2019).

Refugees who did not want to participate in the research were extremely polite but fi rm in 
their decision. During the fi eldwork in Chile I met a Palestinian refugee who I had interviewed 
as part of a newspaper article back in 2010. I realized that it was her when I went to her house 
to interview her son. When I asked if she also wanted to be part of the study, she said no. She 
added: “To be honest, I am just tired of talking about my life. I just want to live. I don’t want 
to remember anymore.” Like her, at least four Palestinians in Chile and another three in Brazil 
declined my invitation to be part of the study, citing their “tiredness” from being questioned by 
researchers. In addition, they did not see any long-term benefi t or feedback from the projects 
in which they had previously participated. Th is “research fatigue” among Palestinian refugees 
provided useful insights about how the resettlement programs managed access to refugees in 
both countries, as this feeling of being “overresearched” resulted from the NGOs’ and UNHCR’s 
practices of portraying successful stories, meaning that specifi c refugees were frequently iden-
tifi ed as the “preferred” interviewees. Research fatigue also emphasized the extractive nature 
of research, revealed in participants’ complaints about lack of retribution or benefi ts as well as 
claims about a lack of follow-up on the part of researchers (Karooma 2019).

Contrary to the experience of some Palestinian refugees, most Colombian refugees were 
eager to talk about their experiences, as they believed there was little attention to their resettle-
ment. Th e diff erent approach to this community sheds light on some of the politics of refugee 
protection, as Colombian refugees in both countries received less or no interest from the local 
and international media and academia, as well as considerably less funding from the inter-
national community (Vera Espinoza 2018a). Th e “underresearched” experience of Colombian 
refugees in the context of resettlement was met with complaints of exclusion from academic and 
policy debates (Omata 2019).

Moving Forward

Th e importance of researchers’ refl exivity and research ethics has been one of the main contribu-
tions of feminists and other critical geographers (Kobayashi 1994; England 1994; Valentine 2002), 
and it is an increasing concern among academics and practitioners alike (see Clark-Kazak 2017; 
Forced Migration Review 2019; IASFM 2018; Krause 2017; Refugee Studies Centre 2007). As aca-
demics continue working in interdisciplinary settings with multiple stakeholders, we need to rec-
ognize that each of us has specifi c interests as well as diverse understandings of what the research 
is for and what its ethics are (Vera Espinoza and Connelly 2018), as well as to think about how our 
various identities shape “research encounters, processes and outcomes” (Hopkins 2007: 387).

Th is demands clear communication with stakeholders, recognizing the levels of power and 
vulnerability involved in refugee research. At the core of these concerns, a priority must be to 
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include asylum seekers and refugees themselves in the discussion. Refugees are the main experts 
about their experiences, and as shown here, they can and do challenge our academic research 
practices as they determine what are the safe and ethical practices we should engage with when 
researching their experiences.
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 � NOTES

 1. Th is project received ethical approval in July 2012. Participants were assured anonymity and were 

made aware that they could withdraw from the study at any point.

 2. All participants’ names have been replaced with pseudonyms.
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