Ethical Challenges in Refugee Research:
Troublesome Questions, Difficult Answers

Abstract

This paper articulates some of the more
troublesome questions and ethical chal-
lenges that researchers conducting
interviews with refugees and refugee
service-providers face. The author sug-
gests threeethical principles that must be
considered when doing qualitative re-
search:a) trust, confidentiality, honesty,
responsibility, b) an active and positive
approach to cultural differences, includ-
ing gender issues, and c) respect for the
emotional experiences of victims. By
grounding the research process within
this ethical practice a delicate balance
between the goals of research and the in-
terests of the respondent can be main-
tained.

. Précis

Cet article articule quelques-unes des
questions les plus troublantes et posant
les défis éthiques les plus épineux aux-
quelles font face les chercheurs qui me-
nent des entrevues avec les réfugiés et les
instances desservants les réfugiés.
L’auteur propose la mise en placede trois
grands principes éthiques lorsqu'il est
procédé a une recherche qualitative: a)
confiance, confidentialité, honnéteté, res-
ponsabilité, b) une approche active et
positive des différences culturelles, in-
cluant les questions de sexage, et c) le
respect des expériences émotionnelles
vécues par les victimes. En fondant le
processusderecherchedanslecadredela
pratique éthique, le dosage subtil peut
étreobtenu entreles objectifsdelarecher-
cheet les intéréts des répondants.

While the decade of the 1980s saw a
significantincrease in the refugee stud-
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iesliterature, much remains tobe done.
Although the literature has focused on
particular refugees by country of origin
or specific services such as education,
health care, or legal status, it is increas-
ingly clear thatmany of themostimpor-
tant problems arise within point of
contact agencies. These agencies must
deal with the whole person and family,
coordinating a package that may in-
clude counselling and provision of a
broad spectrum of services (Coles 1990;
de Girolamo 1994; Martin 1994; Struwe

- 1994; Ekblad et al. 994). The delicate

condition of refugee families, whatever
the country of origin, their tenuouslegal
status, the day-to-day discrimination
many face, and limits on various forms
of assistance, mean that service provid-
ers and scholars who study refugee
service providers and refugees encoun-
teravariety of thorny ethical dilemmas
as they go about their respective tasks.
While these two sets of ethical con-
cerns—those used when researching
refugee service providers, and those
whenresearching refugees—overlap in
many ways, theemphasishereis on the
ethical challenges researchers face.

Thisarticleisbased upon tworelated
sets of research, participant observation
and interviews of providers and refu-
gees! aspartofalargerstudy in progress
onrefugee services administration. The
participant/observer experience is
based on counselling of refugees at a
clinic providing psychological serv-
ices. The other data comes from qualita-
tive research consisting of numerous
open-ended interviews with service
providers—social workers, health
workers, psychotherapists, teachers,
principals, attorneys, and community
workers—in different parts of the
United States, Belgium, Canada, Fin-
land, and Sweden.

The discussion is in three parts. The
first partsketchessocial service needs of
refugees. The second considers the rela-

tionship between ethics and law. The
third examines the ethical issues for
refugee service providers as wellas the
ethical issues for the researcher when
interviewing them. The last explores
crosscutting ethical principles for the
researcher interviewing refugees.

The thesis that emerges is that re-
searchers must establish an ethical
framework for addressing issues of:

1) confidentiality, trust, (Dobbert1984;

Punch 1994), honesty and responsi-

bility (Dobbert 1984);
2) cultural sensitivity (Eth 1992;
Denzin and Lincoln 1994;

Richardson 1994; Stanfield II 1994;
De Vault 1995; Baubock 1996); and

3) respectforthe victimization experi-
ence of refugees (Yu and Liu 1986;
Langer 1990; International Migration
Review 1996).

What Do We Seek to Research

and in What Context?:

Refugees’ Access to Essential

Social Services
One of thedriving forces for researchers
who study refugees is the fact that ac-
cess to social servicesby refugees in the
United States is not only limited, but
ofteninaccessible, particularly for those
whose legal status is uncertain. The
character of this problem shapes many
of the ethical challenges found by re-
searchers in the field. When refugees
havenotbeen formally granted asylum,
foranynumber of reasons, they may lack
access to health programs. They often
havefew, if any, funds. “Since 1980, U.S.
policy has recognized that many refu-
gees arrive in the United States without
money, family, or ways of making a liv-
ing” (National Research Council 1997,
38). In some cases, families are broken
up inthe process of flight from the coun-
try of origin orbecause of conditions in
the host country. Given the unresolved
dilemma of status and rights combined
with thebaggage inherent in displace-
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ment and exile, doing research with
refugees and refugee service providers
" poses ethical challenges, whether it is
the school or hospital or community
clinic context.

The Distinction between Law and
Ethics: A Critical Understanding
for Researchers '

Refugeeresearchers confrontbothlegal
and ethical forces that affect both the
phenomena thatare studied and create
complexity for the ways researchers
proceed, but law and ethics are not the
same, hence the need to understand the
distinction. Law is an external check,
which seeks to control and constrain
action. Ethics, on the otherhand, isaset
of internal checks derived from one’s
personal values, professional obliga-
tions, or cultural norms that determine
behaviour (Cooper et al. 1998). In com-
mentaries on ethics, legal and ethical

issues are confused one for the other.In

serving this particular group of clients,
service providers face both legal and
ethical issues. In some cases, legal and
ethical norms are compatible, but in
othersituations doing that which seems
ethically appropriate may put refugee
workers, and even sometimes the re-
searcher, at the edge of illegality. For
example, service providers in Califor-
nia stated their intentions to refuse to
follow the mandate of Proposition 187
toreportchildren in theschoolswhodo
not have legal status in the United
States. In anticipation of theimplemen-
tation of the law, teachers chose to ad-
here to their ethical grounding as
educators instead of obeying the new
law.? Participants of the Sanctuary
Movement in the United States, who
protected victims of political oppres-
sion in Guatemala and El Salvador,
anchored their actions on an ethic of
justice. Inspite of government reprisals,
sanctuary movementsupporters chose
ethics over obeying laws, which denied
asylum to victims of political perse-
cution. Refugee workers, as well, are
committed to an ethic of service. Immi-
gration officers, legislators, and state or
local officials who see themselves as
_protecting taxpayers against costs of
services develop and implement laws

with very different premises. Scholars
are different from both sets of actors.

It is always important to remember
that eliciting or using potentially dam-
aging information may put the re-
searcher in jeopardy of having to
disclose it. In 1993, a federal appeals
courtupheld acontemptofcourtcharge
againstadoctoral student. They rejected
his claim that researchers are protected
from forced disclosure of information
by “Scholar’s Privilege” which the re-
searcher claimed was covered by the
First Amendment to the U.S. Constitu-
tion (Inre Scarce1993). The legalimplica-
tions of this decisionmay place already
vulnerableand victimized refugees fur-
ther atrisk.

Researchers mustremember the dis-
tinction between law and ethics and
evaluate behaviour, including their
own, accordingly. Refugee researchers
navigate turbulent watersas they try to
acquire essential data and the real sto-
ries of asylum seekers emerge.

Ethical Challenges and
Difficulties in Doing Research
with Refugee Service Providers

The ethical concerns confronted by re-
searchers in conducting interviews
with refugee service providers in the
areas of health, mental health, social
work, and education willbe explored in
this section. When interviewing those
serving refugees, the researcher needs
toadhere to the following ethical princi-
ples, essential to delve to depths that
will allow him or her to see the human
face and hear the voices of the refugee
experience and its complexity:
a) honesty, trust, and confidentiality;
b) a cross-cultural approach, includ-
ing gender; and
) respectfortheexperienceof victimi-
zation suffered by refugees. '

Honesty, Trust, and
Confidentiality Issues

When working in a politically and

fiscally volatile environmentand, with .

atarget group thatinspires less compas-
sion today, refugee service providers
jugglecompounded challenges. Among
them is the need to serve a community

that has survived perils but may still

face threat of deportation. The re-
searcher mustbe aware that protection
of theidentity of refugees becomes par-
ticularly significant, regardless of the
area of service. In emotionally and legal
volatile contexts, the researcher needs
tobe equally careful to protect theiden-
tity of the service providers. Clearly the
issues of honesty, trust, and confidenti-
ality are critical. Consider the chal-
lenges faced by refugees and their
service providers from a researcher’s
point of view.

Health Professionals

In conducting interviews with nurses
and doctors, the researcher has to be
conscious of professional standards
and professional models (e.g., the medi-
cal model) they follow. Because of the
health provider’s obligation of confi-
dentiality, the researcher can often only
work from composite pictures of medi-
calneeds and healthissues pertinentto
refugees orfrom generalized case stud-
ies described by respondents. Specific
questions may be asked regarding sub-
groups, for example, health needs of
women, children, men, or specific
health issues of certain ethnic groups
versus others. However, access toa pa-
tient’s file, or to a patient, can only be
granted with explicit consent. Moreo-
ver, health care providers are some-
times unwillingeven to put researchers
in touch with patients for fear that the
refugees will come to doubt their physi-
cian’s commitment to confidentiality.
“Outsiders may be seen as potential
threats or possible informants.”? The
researchermustnotonly decidehow far
toprobein these situations, butalsohow
to evaluate responses that are them-
selves generalizations from particular
cases by respondents.

Because health care providers are
extraordinarily pressed, accessibility
forinterviews is often difficult compet-
ing for precious time to see patients.
Clearly, then, respectfor provider'sand
patients’ time, and taking care tobe pre-
pared for interviews, will allow the re-
searcher to obtain more useful
information and avoid feeling as an in-
trusive orinsensitive.
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While the number of specific exam-
plesdiscussed ininterviewsmaybe lim-
ited, the researcher may still feel
overcome by the obvious human trag-
edies involved and the overwhelming
picture of medical need in the face ofa
clear inadequacy of available health
services. Therefore, interviewsbased on
discussions of cases may need to be
interpreted inlight of othermore general
dataonthehealthneeds of refugees, e.g.,
the gynaecological needs of women,
men’s somatization of trauma, chil-
dren’s bed-wetting as response to wit-
nessing violence. Relevantand accurate
information canbe obtained ifatrusting
relationship is established between the
researcher and the clinician and if the
health care provider’s own ethical
standing in considering refugees canbe
accommodated and the concerns of the
refugeeunderstood.

Social Workers

When working in crisis intervention, as
is the case in one Canadian group called
Visible Minority Women Against
Abuse,*social workers spend theirtime
juggling emotionally charged issues.
Committed to providing services to vic-
tims of violence, they mustconceal their
identities to avoid retaliation by victim-
izers. Simultaneously, they are en-
trusted with their clients’ safety,
complicated when both domestic vio-
lence factors and asylum legal decisions
are at stake. In such contexts, research-
ers have tobe alert to the need to main-
tain confidentiality, in some caseseven
as to the location of the agency.
Confidentiality, as an ethical princi-
ple, applies to research with social
‘workers as well as for other profession-
als. Some work with refugees who are
minors, in which case confidentiality is
especially delicate in partbecause there
are laws that protect a child’s right to
privacy and parental authorization is
required prior to conducting any inter-
views. Once again, the researcher will
often be obtaining a composite picture
of problems encountered by refugeesin
the host country rather than case stud-
iesof named clients. However, theaccu-
racy of the detailed brush strokes on this
picture will depend upon the trust es-

tablished between the social workerand
theresearcherbased uponassured con-
fidentiality of the identity of the re-
spondent.

Trustis of the utmostimportance for
the researcher interviewing social
workers who need to be assured that
their privacy and identity as well as that
of their clients will be protected. When
this understanding seems tobeassured,
the respondents will decide whether
and how much to reveal about them-
selves. This sense of trust is crucial be-
cause the respondent is aware that the
only real protection he or she has from
that point forward is the researcher’s
ethical commitment to use information
prudently and to safeguard that which
should remain confidential.

Theresearchermustalsobe sensitive
to questions that may jeopardize the
workof service providers. Forexample,
during interviews with anagency serv-
ing abused refugee women, it became
apparent that there were boundaries
around issues like a recent suicide by
onerefugeewomanand, inanothercase,
threats tocounsellorsby victimizers. An
effort to cross those boundaries ap-
peared likely to fuel latent tensions
within the group of service providers. It
would also have placed the respond-
ents in ethically dangerous territory.

The fact that social workers often re-
gard themselves as advocates for their
clients adds another dimension for the
researcher. Torczyner (1991, 127) ob-
serves: “[W]hat social workers and hu-
man rights advocates generally do
about social justice becomes the ulti-
mateethical standard,” or what Dobbert
(1984, 83) calls the “duty to protect the
community interests.” However, those
interviewed say that they “take carenot
to press cases or argue for individual
clients unless their claims are truly
meritorious.”® The credibility of work-
ers and their organizations is very im-
portantand their “working relationship
with the government as well as other
organizations depends upon demon-
strating good faith and responsible
decision-making.” Thus, service pro-
viders in California and Canada dis-
cussed the fineline they walk inhelping
refugeesfile asylum claims but discern-

ing the legitimate cases to present to
immigration officials, It behooves re-
searchers tobe alert to the ethical sensi-
tivities these social workers feel as part
of the research process. It is a kind of
professional empathy that should be
present in the relationship.

Educators

Similarly, educators who have refugee
students face a variety of ethical con-
cerns about which researchers mustbe
sensitive. Although there arenospecific
guidelines or clearly defined principles
for teachers dealing with refugee chil-
dren, they still face ethical, and even
legal, constraints. Because their clients
are generally minors, educators are ab-
solutely limited in what they can tell
researchers or share with other profes-
sionals about their problems. United
States federal law (known as the
Buckley Amendment) prohibits disclo-
sure of much information about stu-
dents in the United States and other
countries have similar restrictions.

Of course, educators are simultane-
ously underbothlegal and ethical man-
dates to spot and report problems such
as potential child abuse. Knowing just
how to reconcile these competing de-
mands can be extremely difficult for
teachers as well as for those who seek
their response to research questions. A
cultural canvas rich in colour and
texture intensifies these challenges.
One of the complicating factors is the
educator’s need to establish a level of
communication adequate toensure un-
derstanding and thenbe able tobalance
expectations and frustrations that
arise. Language or cultural barriers
compounds the problem. A teachermay
respond to what appears to be a clear
case of abuse based on legal mandates,
but cultural considerations may make
thesituation farless clear thanitseemed
at first.

Theactualimpact of trauma and vio-
lence among children (Boothby 1994;
Garbarino and Kostelny 1993) in thena-
tive country plus the complexities of re-
settlement are extraordinarily difficult
torecognize and analyze. Wasafightin
the school yard simply misbehaviour?
According to respondents, that “some
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fightsarosebecausechildren came from
rival ethnic groups in their country of
origin” and, in some cases, because chil-
drenhad heard their parents assert that
“the other person’s group was respon-
sible for the death of loved ones.”6 As
one Canadian respondent noted,
students may even act out against
their family or friends from the home
country because they feel they have
tobe more Canadian than Canadians
in order to be accepted.”
Respecting confidentiality norms of
professional standards test the re-
searcher to draw a composite from dif-
ferent contexts, especially of minors.
These examples draw attention to the
intertwining of confidentiality and cul-
tural modulations. Similarly, research-
ers working with teachers must possess
alevel of ethnocultural competence and
communication skills to ask acceptable
and appropriate questions as well as to
interpretresponses correctly.

Problems in Cross-Cultural
Communication for Service
Providers

- Itisnotonly ethically important for the
service providers to operate from a
cross-cultural paradigm, it is also for
the researcher. The comment from one
respondent was typical. “Unless you
thinkin the culture of the people youare
seeing, you can miss the boat.”® When
participating in interviews, service pro-
viders must be convinced of the inter-
viewer’s sensitivity to diverse cultural
patterns. Further, the quality of the inter-
view will be determined by the re-
searcher’s ability to relate to various
ethnocultural and linguistic settings.
One cannot expect respondents toboth
answer questions and also provide in-
terpretative context for the researcher.
Awareness, flexibility, and adapt-
ability are the researcher’s keys. Thus,
one organization studied in the present
research was heavily involved in serv-
ing African and Eastern European refu-
gees. The next set of interviews was
done with a group that has a strong fo-
cus on Ethiopia and Eritrea, though
they serve awiderange of refugees. The
" next organization was predominantly
involved inservice to Central American

refugees. This cultural mosaicbecomes
particularly significant for researchers.
As the social workers interviewed
stated plainly: “the dominant paradigm
[from which we must work] is Anglo.”
On the other hand, two respondents
noted quickly when discussing this is-
sue that “it is not true that one must be
froma particular country orethnicity to
be trusted as culturally sensitive.” The
researcher has the same challenge and
an ethical obligation of empathy to be
prepared to engage these service pro-
viders as well as their clients.

Health Care Providers

The few sprinkled clinics, principally
NGOs that work with scarce human
and financial resources, and sometimes
community hospital emergency room
facilities that provide primary health
care for them, regularly encounter cul-
turally complex ethical situations that
emergein conversations with research-
ers. The cultural dimension plays asig-
nificant role both in the doctor-patient
relationship and the curative process. It
also affects the researcher’s under-
standing of refugeehealth care. In order
to provide effective treatment, health
providers have acknowledged “the
need to acquire some knowledge of the
language and culture as well as an ap-
preciation for the refugee’s traditional
medicine from the country of origin.” 1
In this effort, doctors in some regions of
the country have embarked inlanguage
training with a comprehensive cultural
component, including traditional medi-
cine practices, religious beliefs, and
dialogues with traditional medicine
practitioners.!! However, insomecases
professional ethics may be in conflict
with traditional cultural practices.
Ironically, health care providersmay
even find themselves in an ethical prob-
lem without truly understanding it,
though with the patient’s well-being in
mind, according to Western medical
practice. A physician may pursue a
treatment based on sound medical in-
formation, whichmay have overlooked
the cultural significance thatacourse of
action may trigger. Or, if a physician or
patient lacks proficient language skills
tocommunicate and depends on family

members or culturally untrained trans-
lators, therecommended treatmentmay
ultimately be altered orreversed. Thus,
one respondent reported a tension that
arose when one of her clients became
upset when a doctor told her she was
pregnant.
It seems that she had had her hus-
band translate for the doctor as he
was counselling her about birth con-
trol. The husband, who wanted his
wife to have more children, in part
because of cultural beliefs, had sim-
ply switched themessages and misin-
formed both the woman and the
physician.!2

Thus, providers may or may not fully
comprehend issues and understand-
ings presented by their patients as was
the case in this example. When conduct-
ing interviews, researchers need to ex-
plore cultural nuances that may be at
play and consider how these may differ
based upon the specific context whether
or not the respondent actually proffers
that perspective. The ethical obligation
of empathy applies even in those set-
tings in which, indeed particularly in
those cases where respondents feel but
may not articulate difficulties.

There are also questions about the
responsibility that health providers
have to understand cultural norms of
their patients when disclosing diag-
noses and prognoses or when consult-
ing on treatment options. Muller and
Desmond (1992) discuss ethical con-
flicts involved in a case of a Chinese
woman whodied from cancer. Thedoc- .
tors were careful to consult on the best
medical treatment for the terminally-ill
patient. However, operating from a
Western medical paradigm, they fo-
cused on informing the patient of her
terminal condition and offering her the
option of a less than aggressive treat-
ment. That was totally in contradiction
with theethnoculturalbeliefs and prac-
tices of the family. Because the patient
was 49 years old, she was considered
much too young todie particularly fora
culture, which reveres old age as asign
of good fortune. Furthermore, informing
the patient of her dire condition signi-
fied intensification of her suffering. Itis
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aChinese tradition that whensomeone
isillhe or she needs protection, includ-
ing from bad news. In this case, several
ethical issues were at play: disclosure of
diagnosis and prognosis, and differing
or conflicting medical practice with cul-
tural values and norms (Muller and
Desmond 1992, 327).

A researcher in such a case has two
problems. The first is empathy for the
practitioner and patient. The second
has to do with what information the
researcher might feel moved to offer to
the service provider. The physicians
may also face dilemmas if referral for
consultation or treatment is indicated,
since there arerisks that the patientmay
fear disclosure of legal status and thus
avoid treatment. One of the service ten-
sionsat play for the researcher inhealth
care or in any other service area is how
tomanage information that touches on
immigration status in law.

Indeed, even when the researcher
and the practitioner have thebestinten-
tions and understand the cultural di-
mension of an issue, ethical dilemmas
emerge that may have legal conse-

quences. Since service providers oper-
~ate from professional ethical standards
as well as legal norms, traditions they
encounter may challenge them in both
arenas. Service providers may have to
reckon with cultural traditions at odds
with ethical and legal norms. Female
genitalmutilation, a practice of Muslim
societies in theMiddle East, Africa,and
Asia,isnow also perpetrated in Europe
and the United States. Service provid-
ers, teachers, and social workers, are
responsible for reporting it as child
abuse while physicians are challenged
by mothers who want their daughters
excised or by patients with gynaeco-
logical complications as a result of
infibulations. In some cases, physicians
getrequestsfromwomenwhowanttobe
sewn after delivery. Meanwhile, an
Atlanta obstetrician “has been quietly
performing what he calls ‘female cir-
cumcision reversals,’”” (Hansen and
Scroggins 1992, 1) toavert possible cul-
tural collision with community or fam-
ily members still adhering to the
tradition.

What is clear is that

female circumcision—or whathealth
experts prefer to call female genital
mutilation—... is presenting medi-
cal, legal and ethical problems for
American hospitals and courts.
(Hansen and Scroggins 1992, 1)

Although acceptance of this practice is
stilldebated as supporters claim respect
for traditional cultures, the United Na-
tions and others condemn it as a viola-
tion of ahuman right or a child’s right.
However, medical practitioners deal
with the dilemma of a tradition in con-
flict with amedical practice. Since phy-
sicians operate from professional
ethical standards, but on themargins of
legal mandates, respecting traditions
that are at odds with their ethical and
legal responsibility may create conflict
and no easy solutions. The obvious ethi-
cal tension for theresearcher emergesin
managing situations in which the pro-
fessional or legal norms of the care giver
are at odds with the patient’s, particu-
larly if the researcher speaks with both
parties.

Mental Health Providers

There has been a movement in the last
fifteen years to consider the cultural is-
sues of psychotherapy in order toreally
understand the client, moresowhenthe
client is a refugee (Nguyen 1980; Mar-
tin-Baro 1988; Ramirez 1991; Wing Sue
and Sue 1990; Farias 1990; Tseng and
Hsu 1991; Lynch and Hanson 1992;
Marsellaetal. 1994). This approachhas
importantimpacts in this field in light of
the fact that all refugees cannot be
lumped into one ethnocultural group,
but come from diversebackgrounds.In
fact, there is a clear sense in which the
researcher may face more than one con-
structed reality: the set of interpreted
realities that therapist/respondents
possess and the multiple constructed
realities that may be present among a
group of refugee/respondents, even if
they are compatriots. ’

To this general principle of cultural
understanding in counselling must be
added other ethical issues that arecriti-
cal when working with refugees in
particular. First, trust is fundamental
sincemany refugeeshavebeen tortured

or persecuted and may suffer from Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
(Doerr-Zegers et al. 1992; Eth 1992;
Kinzie and Boehnlein 1993). Second, as
itis true with other types of providers,
confidentiality needs to be assured,
though thereis aspecial situation when
there are issues of suspected child
abuse or whenaclientis a threat tohim-
self orherself or others. “Trustand con-
fidentiality are the most important
aspects of the therapeutic alliance”
(Kinzie and Boehnlein 1993, 101).

For refugee patients, their first en-
counter with a mental health provider
may comeonly at the strong recommen-
dationbya physician. “They maybring
to this encounter cultural baggage that
holds that mentalhealth is only for those
who are ‘crazy.”1% A trusting environ-
ment through an empathic earisneeded
to break down cultural barriers and
open the door to subsequent visits for
actual treatment. Atthistime care must
be taken to assure refugees that any
written information is strictly for the
purpose of creating a clinical history
record, and that strict confidentiality
willbe observed. In the case of Vietnam-
ese peoplefor whom saving face in front
of their community, it is especially im-
portant for the service providerand for
the researcher to establish trust and
safeguard confidentiality.

Third, therapists and researchers
who work with them must face extraor-
dinary human tragedies due to trauma,
torture, and dislocation of refugees that
may press them to become social activ-
ists or at least to lose their clinical and
analytic perspective. Over identifica-
tion withhuman suffering may impede
the therapist from maintaining the nec-
essary distance and from facilitating the
sharing of information by the refugee
client. Thus,

Continuing to feel therapeutically

competent and ethically grounded,

yet maintaining the personal
strength and balance to treat trauma-
tized patients, pose miajor challenges
for therapists. (Kinzie and Boehnlein
1993, 102)

The same is true for researchers who
conductinterviews with refugee service
providers often feel compelled to be-
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come advocates as they face the emo-
tional strain of the numerous heart-
wrenching stories, butwhoalsoneed to
maintain the distance necessary to do
theanalysis. There arethose whoseek to
play both roles but these positions
presentdifferentethical framework;itis
essential to be aware which ethical
stance, activist or researcher, is appro-
priate in a given context (Denzin and
Lincoln 1994).

As with physicians, researchers
mustbe aware of the psychotherapist’s
concern with confidentiality in a cross-
cultural context and be ethically com-
fortable with how to deal with it. Like
physicians, thereaction of some mental-
health care respondents is to provide
the researcher with composite pictures

-of the traumas encountered by refugees.

However, in order to get even that far,
the researcher’s credibility must be es-
tablished. The therapist and the re-
searcher must establish a level of trust.
The clinician mustbe confident that the
interviewerunderstands theenterprise
and its cross-cultural aspects well
enoughnot to press questions the thera-
pist cannot answer or reveal informa-
tion that might place the clinician or the
clientat risk. There is the confidentiality
owed totheclient, of course, but there is
also the often unstated obligation con-
tracted between the therapist and the
researcher of informed empathy
grounded in assured confidentiality.
In order for the therapist to develop
that psychological contract with the re-
searcher, he or she will seek signals that
indicate cultural sensitivity in the in-
vestigator. Since cultural considera-
tions are so critical to the therapist’s
work, failure to evidence such sensitiv-
ity makes it nearly impossible to have
effective conversations. Those difficult
fewmomentsin interviews canbe over-
come by careful explanation of the
project for which data are sought, intro-
ductions that ensure discussion of the
experience of the researcher, and indi-
cations of other organizations and sites
where research has already been done.
Brief comments by the researcher may
demonstrate understanding of some of
the difficulties encountered by mental
health providers. Forexample, sensitiv-

ity to the emotional scars of violence,
war, and torture may signal the thera-
pistthat the researcher has an informed
empathy torefugee-specific syndromes
and experiences as well as signal com-
mitment to confidentiality.

Educators .

Ethical and legal norms pervade the
school setting. However, although these
two dimensions emerge simultane-
ously they are, for reasons discussed
earlier, separate. Both sets of factors are
rendered increasingly complex by dif-
ferent cultural tones and shades. The
ethnic mosaics of some schools place
demands on educatorsnot tomake un-
informed assumptions about cultur-
ally-based behaviours or attitudes.
Those factors also complicate the task of
the researcher interviewing educators.
Aswithother service agencies, informa-
tion provided mustbe respectful of mi-
nors’ rights, privacy protection laws,
and professional ethics codes. And, as
withothersin therefugeeservicesector,
the quality of information willbe contin-
gent upon the researcher’s cross-cul-
tural knowledge and the informed
empathy of the educational enterprise.
The following case intends to illustrate
a dilemma between cultural practices
and professional ethicaland legal man-
dates.
InCanada,arespondentreported the
case of a child who came toschool with
suspicious blue marks on his throat.

The teacher was about to report the
case when she remembered hearing
in a multicultural workshop about
the Chinese practice of “coining” asa
home remedy against colds. Before
calling the child protection authori-
ties, she called the Multicultural Liai-
son Officer who contacted a Chinese
doctor, who confirmed that, in fact, it
was “coining” and not a case of child
abuse.!

This particular case had a positive
resolution, but respondents havenoted
less desirable outcomes in other in-
stances. However, an ESL teacher in the
United States shared a different experi-
ence: “Weknow it’s coining. We tell the
principal itis coining, but we still have
toreportit.”’> The principal in this con-

text was operating from a legal frame-
work as was the teachermentioned ear- -
lier. However, the researcher in both
cases needs tobe respectful of the alter-
native course of actionchosen in differ-
entsettings. Clearly, adilemmaemerges
when culturalinterpretations may have
tobe subordinated tolegal constraints.

Aresearcherinsuchacontextshould
be sensitive toand respectful of various
cultural healing practices. Because
teachers operate under legal obliga-
tions, reporting cases of suspected child
abuse becomes necessary. However,
precipitous assessmentby aresearcher
about this case could bebothinaccurate
and damaging. If such a case appears
shocking to the researcher, asking the
interviewees for an explanation and lis-
tening with empathy may be a sound
course of action.

Gender Sensitivity

Considering issues specifically related
to gender is vital when conducting re-
search with refugees, given that more
that 80 percent of the refugee popula-
tion are women and children (Martin
1995; Brown et al. 1996). However, al-
though women and girls have a signifi-
cant representation, they have
remained virtually invisible in terms of
theirspecificissues and needs (Camus-
Jacques 1990; Martin 1995). There is a
dearth of research on refugee women,
especially in the area of health, educa-
tionand training, and employment. Vic-
tims of persecution, both physical and
sexual abuse, women often also carry
the burden of safeguarding their fami-
lies, often at the expense of their own
wellbeing. A complicating factoris the
reality thatonceinahost country, some
refugee women remain withdrawn, si-
lent, and virtually invisible. It is there-
fore difficult for researchers to address
their situation and itsimportance. Their
special vulnerability and sensitivity
intensify the ethical commitments that
researchers must bring to their tasks.
Amongservice providers, some em-
brace serving certain groups of refugees
such as children or persons from par-
ticular ethnicities. Others choose to fo-
cus their efforts tohelp female victims of
violence. When dealing with women,
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gender issues and cross-cultural ten-
sions can trigger issues of trustand con-
fidentiality. Male researchers may be
viewed with suspicion in an organiza-
tion that, for example, serves abused
women. A male researcher may thus
have to gain their trust and confidence
in theinitial stage of the interview before
relevant information is shared. This
was certainly the case withamalein the
research team when interviewing serv-
ice providers in one of the Canadian
groups. Once he communicated his
trustworthiness, the female respond-
entsrelaxed during theinterview asthe
interaction proceeded based on mutual
“respect, noncoercion [or] manipula-
tion” thus operating from a contextu-
alized consequentialist model (House
1990; Smith 1990, in Denzen and Lin-
coln 1994, 21-22). A researcher, male or
female, who demonstrates respect, sen-
sitivity, empathy, and understanding of
thevolatile working climate, and sensi-
tivity to gender issues can reducesuspi-
cion and create a trusting and open
environment (Fonow and Cook 1991;
Collins 1991, in Denzen and Lincoln
1994). That is, the concept of informed
empathy mustbe expanded to include
the gender dimension.

Female researchers also face gender
issues. They may have to deal with the
risk of over identification with issues
pertinent to women such as abuse, vio-
lence, and rape, risking clarity of her
role as a researcher. That is true, not-
withstanding feminist and critical re-
search theory consideration of research
. as “activistresearch.” Still, over identi-
fication with genderissues may lead to
overlooking other relevant issues for
refugees, including gender culturalnu-
ances. For example, in interviewing
refugee service providers, the depth of
understanding of males may be under-
estimated. A male refugee service pro-
viderexplained “refugees from cultures
different from mine prefer to deal with
me rather than others from their own
culture, because they know they can
trust me.”16 Transcending gender-
based lines may be required to avoid
compromising the necessary distance
tounderstand and analyze the complex-
ity of issues at work. At the very least, it

is necessary to identify the ethical
stance from which the researcher is op-
erating beforehand, (Denzin 1989, 261-
64, in Denzin and Lincoln 1994;
Riessman 1987; Hertz 1996) “in order to
produce less distorted accounts of the
social world” (Hertz 1996, 5).

In operating from a cross-cultural
model theresearcheris challengedashe
or she becomes what Renyi (1993, 204)
calls a “border dweller,” a person who
can traverse frontiers dancing to the
tunes of each and all of them while cap-
turing the various perspectives. This
calls on the researcher to interview a
variety of differentkinds of service pro-
viders to truly understand their experi-
ences, to assure trustworthiness and
transferability (Kincheloe and McLaren
1994). Italso means a particularneed to
test evaluations of observations by be-
ing attentive and sensitive to the cul-
tural dimension and the history of
victimization of women and children
under study (Leavitt and Fox 1993;
Mareenn 1993; Marsellaetal. 1994;Igoa
1996). Its kaleidoscopic nature requires
the researcher to acquire an ample col-
lection of culturally-tinted glasses ob-
tained from various service providers
prior to a final evaluation.

Refugees and Researchers: Ethics
of Social Science Research

Beyond the field-specific issues raised
earlier, the opportunity to interview
refugees is unique in other ways. This
section considers crosscutting issues
and special problems. An essential
pointtomaintainis to carefully evaluate
howmuch personalinformation toseek.
Since these are people whohave experi-
enced real terror, havebeen victimized,
tortured, or persecuted, revealing their
identity is a delicate issue. In addition,
they have to feel as though they have a
stable base on which to operate, and,
thus, may be anxiety ridden about po-
tential threats for their family or them-
selves in thehost country or for those left
behind in their country of origin. Thus,
they must make an initial judgement
about the researcher’s promise as an
ethical professional. There is an addi-
tional ethical dimension present, at
least an implied aspect, because inter-

viewers may be introduced or present
themselves as authority figures, thus
intensifying the pressure felt by refu-
gees. Quite apart from whether the re-
searcher is associated with an agency,
respondents may fear that the work is
sponsored or indirectly controlled by
theauthorities. Moreover, refugees from
countries where university faculty hold
great prestige and authority may be far
more threatening than they know.
Trust, therefore, plays animportantrole.
It may be an even greater issue in the
current political climate characterized
by increased hostility toward refugees
and immigrants generally.

A Different Cut at Trust and
Confidentiality

Upon sharing the written interview
with one of the respondents, a refugee
service provider, whowasherself arefu-
gee, becamemost concerned about shar-
ing in writing a tragic story that was so
particular that it could be identified by
the family of the victim. Ethically, to
preserve the trusting relationship, it
was essential to appreciate her con-
cerns over confidentiality of the family
as well as her own, although the re-
searcher had assured her thatheriden-
tity would notbe revealed. She needed
additional assurances that some of the
unique details of the story would be al-
tered to avoid revealing the location of
the tragedy. Due to the intensity of the
tragedy of herfamily, her anxiety wasso
intense that to allay her fears, the re-
searcher invited her to make the neces-
sary changes. To put her further at
peace, theresearcherasked herto gener-
ate a fictitiousname with which she felt
comfortable. They both worked together
on different names until the refugee
chose one.

The fact that research that may in-
volve minors is particularly sensitive
was mentioned earlier in connection
with schools and teachers. However,
there are additional dimensions to be
considered that apply more generally.
Obviously, confidentiality and paren-
tal consentbecomes even thornier than
with adults. First, parental consent can
be a curious problem in dealing with
refugeesif the researcher doesnotspeak
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the parents' native language. Since chil-
dren tend to learn the language of the host
country faster than their parents, the
parents often rely upon them as in-
terpreters. Refugee services workers in-
dicate  that  “children, particularly
teenagers, use the language dependence as
a power lever against parents." Thus, the
ethical problem arises as to whether
parents who are granting or denying
consent fully understand the research and
its intended uses.

Second, although there is an ebb and
flow of child refugees, depending upon
the political conflict in a country and the
number of orphan children it generates,
parental consent is even more compli-
cated. When there are homeless refugee
orphans, suffering from post-traumatic
stress disorder, who have neither legal
status or guardians, a problematic situ-
ation in safeguarding the minors' confi-
dentiality in a context in which they lack
legal status (Olivas 1991), is more com-
plicated. The following cases may illu-
minate the point.

A Guatemalan 13 year old female had
traversed throughherwarstrickencountry,
Mexico, and the United States when,
upon arrival in San Diego, California,

some men picked her up and trans-

ported her blindfolded to a club
somewhere in Los Angeles where
she was forced to engage in prostitu-
tion. Although the men looked

Hispanic, they spoke an entirely dif-

ferent language.17

The assumption made by the social
worker was that" the girl had been kid-
napped and sexually abused by men from a
Middle Eastern country ." For this young
girl the sexual abuse committed in such
circumstances and in a context where the
language was foreign to her intensified the
trauma triggering a deep depression. The
array of issues presented to the researcher
considering such a case is substantial,
intense, and complex. Even so, failure to
address such cases in order to avoid the
dilemmas both undermine the
methodological and conceptual integrity of
the work and leaves critically important
date unreported and unanalyzed.

The severity of the trauma experienced
by refugee minors as an aspect of

4/

being orphaned can make it impossible to
interview them. The social worker
indicated that "the girl was in a severe
depression and in a fragile emotional.
state,” although in a temporary haven at a
Los Angeles shelter for refugee children.
Given the Catholic upbringing and stem
Latin tradition regarding virginity, this
case illustrates the complexity of trust,
confidentiality as well as the need for
cultural understanding. Although this
girl's legal protection as a refugee minor
was not defined, given that there was no
legislation protecting minors who are
refugees, the social worker was operating
from an ethical standard, one that a
researcher needs to respect. In such cases,
the researcher must determine how to
treat the second person report of the case
in terms of its validity and with respect to
possible disclosure of identity.

Other Aspects of the Cultural
Sensitivity Requirement

While the importance of cultural sensi-
tivity was noted earlier, there are some
additional dimensions to consider. For one
thing, special attention must be paid to
avoid interpretative or analytic
generalizations based on what may appear,
on the surface, as an ethnoculturally
homogeneous group because the refugees
may come from the same country or
neighbouring regions in the world. It is
helpful to have knowledge not only of a
language and of the various cultures
represented among the interviewees but
also of the sociopolitical situation from
which they come. In the absence of that
knowledge, the researcher requires not
only linguistic translation but also cultural
interpretation. Sensitivity on the part of the
researcher to cultural modulations, and to
different verbal and nonverbal com-
municationmay allow the interviewees to
work through difficult topics or questions.
In this manner, the researcher may avert a
situation where interviewees close up or
provide evasive responses. As Oenzin and
Lincoln (1994,

12) pose, "Any gaze is always filtered
through the lenses oflanguage, gender,
social class, race, and ethnicity."

Moreover, the researcher who over-
looks cultural differences may not ask
questions that elicit information on the
subjective experience of subgroups based
on class, race, gender, or educational
experience. In one group interviewed, for
example, former military men asserted
themselves as spokespersons for the
group. Of course, this created a tense
climate in which the researcher had to
avert possible "political” conflict during
the interview process. Another
consequence may be that those who have
been oppressed will once again assume a
subservient or passive role. Thus,
assuming that all refugees are having
similar experiences, or thatthey are a
cohesive  group, presents  possible
misunderstandings
with consequences even for future re-
searchers (Yu and Liu 1986). Clearly, it is
important to prepare one's cultural know
ledge base in preparation for such
interviews.

Often the intra-group differences are as
diverse as the inter-group contrasts. For
example, indigenous groups  from
Guatemala may speak one of the 22
Mayan languages and may have no
knowledge of Spanish. Yet Mayan
groups may be unable to communicate
with each other in a common language. In
other situations, for" campesinos" the
political conflicts leading to the war in El
Salvador may be totally foreign to them
even though they had endured persecution
and were ousted from their land.
Notwithstanding their political naivete,
they may be reticentto speak in the
presence of others from their homeland
because of possible retribution, even if
they do not understand exactly why.

When asking possibly threatening
questions that may later lead to confron-
tation or retaliation from others, it is
particularly critical for the researcher to
be alert to cues from refugees. In such
circumstances the researcher's knowledge
of  cross-cultural ~ nonverbal  com-
munication is particularly useful. Furtive
looks may suggest that a question is
stepping on fragile ground. During an
interview of Central American refugees, a
silence prevailed along with
compromising looks. Later, one of the
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refugees explained to the researcher, 11We
could not talk because Juan (a fictitious
name) was in the military in El Salvador
and we are still afraid he may retaliate here
in the United States. illS Still, respondents
who have been oppressed, can be given a
voice through the proper interpretation of
nonverbal communication and learning lias
a scholar how to speak about aspects of [a]
community which lacks a spoken
language « (Wichroski 1996, in Hertz
1996, 8). In this case, the researcher would
be wise to consider the politics of the
historical period in El Salvador while also
being in tune to the llplurality of cultures"”
(Quantz 1992,483) among a group of
refugees. Kincheloe and McLaren (1994,
152) support Louis Dumont's view that Il
cultural texts need to be viewed
simultaneously from the inside and from
the outside. « Such a context demands from
a researcher linguisticcompetence,
knowledge of crosscultural
communication, and respect for the
historicity of the respondents.

The researcher who keeps in mind the
culturally assigned gender roles in
particular cultures, even if in disaccord
with the host culture or his or her own,
may find that such awareness may enhance
participation. For example, asking males
about their homelessness may lead to
embarrassment and pose a threat to their
male self-image Ilbecause they are unable
to provide for themselves or their
families.lll9 This was the case with the
Central American males who revealed their
lack of shelter in the interview context:
IIWe live under the freeway overpass or
abandoned  downtown  buildings.1120
Females, on the other hand, may be
reluctant to speak at all or may consistently
defer to males, but when a space is opened
for them, are willing to share their struggle
to have
Ilteachers listen to our concerns for our
children. « Cumming and Gill (1991, 10)
present a similar situation in Canada for
immigrant mothers from India regarding
llpressures to communicate with their
children's teachers.1l Service providers
interviewed for this research indicated, for
instance, that some refugee women
llwould rather die"2l than reveal discord
in their family that led to
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abuse. Informed empathy can help the
researcher pose specific questions while
conveying an understanding of such
experience. Similarly, in order to
understand responses by refugees, the
researcher must evidence sensitivity to
these dimensions or risk shallow re-
sponses.

According to critical ethnography
theory, one of its purpose is emancipation
of the marginalized group through
multivocality in which self-articulation
can emerge (Quantz 1992). With this
particular group, it was important to
recognize the plurality of cultures as well
as the struggle to make sense out of the
homelessness experienced by males and
the frustration of the mothers with the
school. The issue of trustworthiness,
regarding 1l the credibility of portrayals of
constructed realities « (Kincheloe and
McLaren 1994) and the similarity of
contexts compared, is essential when
dealing with highly vulnerable indi-
viduals.

Triggering Repressed Memories:
Respecting Emotional
Vulnerability

Vulnerable and oppressed respondents
pose special challenges to the researcher.
IIHow does the knowing subject come to
know the Other? How can researchers
respect the perspective of the Other and
invite the Other to speak?1l (Kincheloe
and McLaren 1994, 152). Once refugee
respondents or refugee service providers
actually open up and begin to speak
candidly, they may undergo a process of
release. Although the best interview plans
may go awry, it is essential to permit the
commentary to unfold even though some
of the information that emerges may be
upsetting to the researcher, as when
graphic  stories of abuse emerge
concerning family violence, in detailed
descriptions of war atrocities, or in stories
of abuse during flight to asylum. The
interview plan must accommodate the
nature of the pressures at work in the lives
of respondents.

At the same time, such circumstances
require the researcher to maintain an
ethically supportable balance between
empathy and analytic distance. He or

she maybe easily overwhelmed with the
cathartic reaction triggered by the interview
process with people who are so anxious to
tell their stories. The agony of a silenced
rape by a military officer may be
anguishing a quiet young woman while a
young man seeks to share his story of
torture by the Salvadoran military: "I was
tortured with electric shock on a metal
mattress.l122 Empathy and silence by the
researcher as a form of respect for that
emotional experience may allow for
validation and support from other refugees
in the group as well as break the silence
and alienation that may lead to self-
understanding (Kincheloe and MecLaren
1994).

The heart-wrenching stories, however,
can easily co-opt the researcher. Social
activism takes on a new meaning as the
possibility of becoming an agent of change
tempts the researcher to divert from
pursuing research. At times like this,
operating from a well-established ethical
framework becomes really important. A
helpful reminder for the researcher is the
relevance of developing a theoretical point
of view on refugee issues as opposed to
becoming diffused and absorbed by the
insurmountable needs of this group of
people. Nonetheless, it is the ethical
framework that allows the researcher to be
more effective
in documentation and interpretation of the
stories, although it does not preclude being
involved in refugee issues. However, it is
essential to know which role one is taking
at any given time and to not engage in
activities that would damage one's
credibility or analytic perspective as a
researcher (Denzin and Lincoln
1994; Hertz 1996). In other words, defin-
ing one's role as a researcher or as a
refugee advocate, a priori, is necessary in
order to operate from the appropriate
ethicalframework, or as Hertz (1996,S)
articulates, llit is essential to understand
the researcher's location of self. 11
Notwithstanding, when operating from a
critical research framework, it is assumed
that both roles are intertwined, the research
is Il activist research" (Quantz 1992, 498)
and therefore inherently transformative.
However, a criticism is that it has been
less emancipatory for the respondents,
instead
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