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Chapter 15
Methodological and Ethical Dilemmas 
in Research Among Smuggled Migrants

Ilse van Liempt and Veronika Bilger

15.1  Introduction

The following contribution reflects on important methodological and ethical con-
cerns when considering fieldwork with individuals considered to be vulnerable and 
hard to reach. As an example, we point to challenges when conducting fieldwork 
with smuggled migrants in The Netherlands and Austria (Bilger et al. 2006; van 
Liempt 2007) and while supervising other fieldwork studies dealing with smuggled 
migrants in Canada (van Liempt and Sersli 2013), in Lebanon, Pakistan, Macedonia, 
Bulgaria, Serbia and Hungary (Optimity Advisors, ICMPD, ECRE 2015) and in 
Turkey and Greece (Zijlstra and van Liempt 2017). When we started our empirical 
research in 2002, the literature on human smuggling only offered two discourses: 
the economic (Salt and Stein 1997) and the criminal (Chin 1999; Schloenhardt 
2001). Today, there is much more variety. There are studies looking into the role of 
social networks in human smuggling (e.g. Antonopoulos and Winterdyk 2006; 
Herman 2006; Staring 2004; Zhang 2008), the human rights perspective is getting 
more attention (e.g. Bhabha 2005; Gallagher 2002; Morrison and Crosland 2001; 
Nadig 2002; Obokata 2005) and there are studies looking into gender dynamics 
within smuggling processes (Ahmad 2011; Donato et  al. 2008; Peixoto 2009; 
Sanchez 2015; Schrover et al. 2008; Zhang et al. 2007). Overall, much more empha-
sis is put nowadays on migrants’ experiences and perspectives than when we started 
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our research in 2002. At the time we were among the first to collect data on under-
standing human smuggling processes with smuggled migrants in Europe.

For a considerable time, our research project did not find support or funding 
because of the method we envisioned. It was doubted whether conducting inter-
views would result in accurate and sufficient information on the characteristics of an 
‘illegal’ business such as human smuggling—and smuggled migrants were assumed 
to be incapable of providing insights into the social organisation of human smug-
glers and the smuggling organisations which had taken them to Europe. It was 
argued that they would never openly talk with researchers about sensitive issues 
such as human smuggling. Lee (1993) argues that studies into sensitive topics reveal 
questions around the kinds of research that are regarded as permissible in society 
and the ability of the powerful to control the research process.

In the end we succeeded in convincing the funding body and some of our col-
leagues of the importance of interviewing migrants who had, themselves, gone 
through the experience of being smuggled. Through exploring their knowledge, 
experiences, evaluations and strategies, we were able to nuance stereotypical beliefs 
and common knowledge on human smuggling processes—something which is vital.

Today, more empirical research is conducted with affected migrants (both from 
an academic point of view, as well as in policy reports: see, for example, Optimity 
Advisors, ICMPD, ECRE 2015; UNODC 2011), which is important both because 
the way in which the persons involved talk about their own experiences might reveal 
interesting discrepancies in regard to pictures portrayed in public discourse (see 
also Cornelius 1982; Liamputtong 2007) and because it allows us to explore the 
perspective from within and to gain the depth and quality of information needed to 
provide a realistic picture of certain migration processes, causes and dynamics. 
This, of course, applies not only to irregular migration or human smuggling but to 
all research exploring vulnerable individuals’ perspectives. Such an approach, how-
ever, entails very particular methodological and ethical considerations and demands 
specific sensitivity and accuracy (Duvell et al. 2008; Lee 1993; Liamputtong 2007; 
Mauthner et al. 2002; van den Hoonaard 2002).

15.2  Migrants’ Own Perspectives

As many asylum-seekers had been smuggled at some time in their migration pro-
cess, we initially started to look at asylum application interviews or protocols of 
asylum hearings. However, as the purpose of these interviews is to decide on 
whether or not a person qualifies as a refugee as defined in the 1951 Geneva Refugee 
Convention, data collected by asylum authorities mainly contain information on the 
reasons for seeking asylum and the motives for leaving a country. Some attention is, 
however, also paid to modes of travel and routes taken but these data are less 
detailed. Still, when such data are at all accessible, the major problem when using 
them for researching individuals’ migration processes is the setting in which the 
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information is provided. The way in which this information is collected has an effect 
on the quality and reliability of these data. The applied techniques of interrogation 
are inter alia targeted to find inconsistencies within flight biographies. An example 
of the kind of pressure and its possible consequences which asylum-seekers may 
experience was provided by an Iraqi woman who was interviewed in The 
Netherlands:

I had the feeling they wanted me to make the story simpler than it was. I constantly had the 
feeling I was forgetting important details. And the most horrible thing was when I talked 
about painful events – they did not want to know how it must have been for me. They said 
they had enough information now. They did not even comfort me.

While this example shows that this kind of interview favours especially those 
able to express themselves in a clear way, it also shows that interviewees are afraid 
of not providing the ‘right’ information and therefore of lacking substantial grounds 
for asylum. As the applicants’ narrations will be used for a negative or positive deci-
sion on their application for asylum, this might easily lead to the concealment of 
details or to ‘adjustments’ in respondents’ own narrated flight biographies.

Another often-revealed example was the negative experiences people had with 
official interpreters translating their flight stories for the authorities. Some of our 
research participants emphasised that, now that they spoke some Dutch or German, 
they were shocked about how their interviews had been translated. Issues that were 
of real importance to them were communicated as if they were minor details, while 
other things were blown up out of proportion so that they themselves sensed that 
they had lost control over presenting and interpreting their own lives (see also 
Doornbos 2003). In order to get an insight into flight stories not produced under 
such pressure, we decided to look at narrations collected by civil society organisa-
tions legally assisting or accommodating asylum-seekers. Regardless of the fact that 
these stories were most probably conducted in a less-interrogative way, they were, 
nevertheless, also collected mainly for the organisations’ own purposes. Hence, 
these documentations were also incomplete in respect to our research question. 
Besides, the organisations we contacted emphasised that, as asylum-seekers might 
not be familiar with the role of these organisations (whether they are part of the 
asylum system or not) and, in their bid to receive asylum, may be unclear as to what 
to talk about and what not to talk about. After reviewing these data sources and the 
respective available data, we were even more encouraged to conduct interviews 
ourselves in order to gain insights into the specific phenomenon of human smug-
gling. However, it was clear that the issues addressed above would also affect our 
work. Why would an asylum-seeker talk less attentively and carefully to a researcher 
than with an immigration officer, a translator or any other ‘public’ person?

This chapter deals with methodological and ethical questions around research 
involving vulnerable migrants, with a particular focus on the interlinked flows of 
irregular migration, human smuggling and refugee migration. It will address issues 
such as gaining access, building up trust, and reciprocity. However, when touching 
upon ‘illegal’ or semi-legal activities—as is the case in the above-mentioned 
fields—ethical questions also clearly need to be addressed.
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15.3  Ethical Issues

For a long time, ethical issues relating to research that involved human subjects 
were limited to the field of medical studies (Duvell et  al. 2008; Mauthner et  al. 
2002). The first international code of ethics to protect the right of people from 
research abuse was drawn up in 1949 as part of the Nuremberg Code. Other Codes 
of Ethics are the ‘Declaration of Helsinki’ (1964) and the ‘Belmont Report’ (1978). 
More recently, the European Commission funded the RESPECT project with the 
aim of developing standards more particularly for socio-economic research in the 
European Union. The project has developed a Code of Conduct for carrying out 
research in the social sciences based on a synthesis of the contents of a large number 
of various existing professional and ethical codes of practice. However, the criteria 
that are defined, such as informed consent, confidentiality and privacy, seem not to 
be much of an issue to research where there is a reciprocal relation between the 
researcher and the researched (Christians 2005; Ferguson 1993). In research that 
has broken down the walls between subject and researcher and which understands 
research subjects as participating agents carrying knowledge and interpreting their 
own life worlds, ethical concerns of justice, fairness and moral actions go far beyond 
rigid sets of rules and guidelines. In some cases, researchers have to be aware of the 
fact that obtaining certain information would automatically turn them into ‘bearers 
of secrets’—as being in possession of information that could prove to be very harm-
ful for the respondents, sometimes without even being aware of it.

Most of the ethical guidelines available for migration scholars refer to very gen-
eral regulations, such as confidentiality and privacy, the assessment of benefit ver-
sus harm, informed consent and the duality of roles (Knapik 2002). They still bear 
the hallmarks of medical research and life science. In this chapter we argue that 
general ethical guidelines and recommendations are important but often not enough. 
There are a number of ethical choices that need to be made when reaching more 
sensitive areas for which the general guidelines may not have an answer.

15.4  How to Build Up Trust in a Context of Mistrust?

A prerequisite for every successful qualitative interview is the building-up of a trust-
ful relationship between interviewer and narrator. ‘Trust’ is of particular importance 
when researching a sensitive topic. At the same time, building up trust between the 
researcher and the researched when the topic is sensitive is difficult. For a number 
of reasons, those engaged might not be willing to talk about their past experiences 
or current situation with an unknown person like a researcher who, if not an insider, 
can hardly relate to the narrators’ experiences. Throughout our own research pro-
cess it became evident that, for our respondents—who had all had to either flee from 
dangerous situations or migrate irregularly—trust and mistrust represented decisive 
factors accompanying them throughout the whole migration process, from the time 
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before departure until the time of arranging for a life at the point of arrival. Therefore, 
trust and mistrust have a significance that is hard to compare with the standards 
which an ‘outsider’ interviewer is usually acquainted with. As a consequence, any-
one who asks questions about the interviewees’ lives and, more specifically, about 
their migration process, may be approached with suspicion and show great reluc-
tance to share certain crucial information.

In order to carry out a successful irregular migration process, a migrant depends 
on being able to trust the various agents, be they travel facilitators, passport brokers 
or other brokers. As the smuggling process is dangerous in many ways, the person 
concerned is forced to trust different agents when ‘en route’. In a continuous balanc-
ing act, migrants time and again have to decide whether to trust a person or not; 
sometimes they even find themselves fully at the mercy of strangers (e.g. co- 
travellers, accommodating persons, border officials, smugglers, etc.). Thus, trust 
and mistrust are key factors in migrants’ survival strategy, and can actually be the 
difference between life and death.

‘Mistrust’ and ‘suspicion’, however, play an important role with regard not only 
to the migrants but also to all actors involved. Migrants themselves are also mis-
trusted and often intensively questioned from many sides (Hynes 2003). En route, 
mutual mistrust between smuggling agents and their clients is a widely observed 
phenomenon. Secrecy, too, is a very important tool in order to keep ‘control’ over 
the clients of smugglers (Bilger et al. 2006). With the increase of mobile technol-
ogy—in particular GPS, messenger services and social media—the control over 
migrants by smugglers has changed to some degree as technology allows for more 
independence for migrants. Information on smugglers is shared quickly between 
migrant networks but, in certain contexts, migrants may also travel (parts of the 
journey) on their own (Optimity Advisors, ICMPD and ECRE 2015; Zijlstra and 
van Liempt 2017).

On arrival, asylum hearings are important contexts in which a culture of suspi-
cion is created because migrants are intensively questioned from many sides (see 
also Hynes 2003). Furthermore, migrants often find themselves isolated, discrimi-
nated and excluded from society in the country of arrival and, subsequently, they 
often mistrust their environment. Researchers are not exempt from this setting. On 
the contrary, already the term ‘research’ in itself might be something that raises 
suspicion among research participants (see also Smith 2002). Although it is crucial 
to understand why and how individuals develop mistrust towards certain groups of 
persons or specific situations, unfortunately this fact is often not taken into account 
while doing research among these specific groups (Hynes 2003).

However, how do you build up trust if you do not know what or whom your 
respondents are actually mistrusting? Besides agreed ethical standards of guaran-
teeing anonymity and confidentiality, building up trust requires researchers to 
understand the situation in which respondents find themselves. It also requires 
researchers to establish personal contacts with possible respondents. As well as the 
use of open interviews, informal settings in which respondents feel more comfort-
able, can talk freely about their experiences and do not feel urged to touch upon 
topics they do not want to talk about, might help to gain their trust.
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The private surroundings in which most of our interviews were carried out helped 
to provide the necessary privacy and trust in a safe and suitable atmosphere. Single- 
person settings were considered the most appropriate when narrators worried about 
losing their anonymity with others being around. Expressions like ‘Don’t talk to the 
others about it!’ reflected their fears. Small-group settings proved to be the most 
appropriate for couples, families or groups of friends. In such cases, one of the nar-
rators would usually be more outspoken than the others, marking the beginning of 
the conversation, which made it easier for the others to follow this example. For 
reasons of privacy, too, in many cases, we decided not to tape-record the conversa-
tion. For the same reason, in some cases only fragmentary notes were taken during 
the conversation; however, these notes (including interviewers’ memories of the 
conversation) were written up immediately after each interview.

In our research, every effort was made to keep the interview as informal as pos-
sible and to have the comparatively long conversation-like interview of 90–180 min 
in places atypical of the interview situations in which respondents had previously 
found themselves. A quiet environment was chosen, if possible one suggested by the 
narrators themselves, such as in their home or places of accommodation, NGOs, 
coffee-house, school, etc. Interviews were strictly based on the voluntary participa-
tion of the respondents and were carried out either with one individual or in small 
group settings consisting of a maximum of two or three persons, depending on the 
respective narrators’ readiness to talk. If necessary, some individuals were inter-
viewed several times. The method we followed was the ‘problem-centred’ inter-
view, which aims ‘to gather objective evidence on human behavior, as well as on 
subjective perceptions and ways of processing social reality’ (Witzel 2000: 1). To 
maintain the focus, a basic interview schedule containing major topics to be touched 
upon during the interview was applied; this gave the respondent an opportunity to 
explore his or her experiences with as little encumbrance or interference by the 
interviewer as possible.

In the preparatory phase, interviewers were trained to carry out ‘embedded ques-
tioning’ (Cornelius 1982: 396). Narrators were encouraged to depict whatever came 
to mind with regard to the topic of interest. In so doing, the narrators were in a posi-
tion to stress and highlight selected facts of vital importance to them, portray them 
accordingly and determine the order in which the topics were discussed. Providing 
this freedom turned out to be crucial, taking into consideration that many respon-
dents, due to the situation they were currently in, had been exposed to continuous 
and sometimes intimidating questioning by administrative bodies, the police, the 
asylum authorities, medical doctors, etc. and, consequently, might simply be tired 
of talking about themselves or might be induced to share their experiences only as 
and when they felt in control of their own definitions of the self and their current 
situation. In addition, most interviews were carried out in the respondent’s first lan-
guage and transcripts and/or protocols were then translated afterwards.
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15.5  Triggering Memories in an Ethical Way

Another important aspect in this context is the problem of the triggering of painful 
memories during an interview and the issue of how to deal with the situation when 
painful biographical events are recalled which, even unintentionally, open or reopen 
a hidden psychological wound. In this case, the researcher’s role becomes even 
more difficult as the interview can have a profound effect on the well-being of the 
narrator, who had perhaps never mentioned these issues before (Knapik 2002). 
Research projects in which counselling tools were used taught us that emotional 
release is greatly helped by a process that begins by simply taking turns of equal 
length to listen to each other (van den Anker 2006). The open character of the inter-
views also the narration stream to be more flexible, as it is left to the narrator to 
decide which topics to explore more and which to touch on less. Malkki (1995) 
argues that building up trust may, in the first place, be related to the researcher’s 
willingness to leave some ‘stones unturned’ and to learn not to probe further when 
this is clearly not wanted.

For those interviews which we did not do ourselves, the interviewers were care-
fully selected and specifically trained before going into the field. Great attention 
was paid to the choice of location—which was left up to the narrators to choose—
and to other aspects that might have an impact on the atmosphere of such a setting. 
In addition, every single interview was reviewed in terms of potentially difficult 
dynamics and used as a basis for the improvement of subsequent talks.

15.6  Accessing the Research Population

The decision on whom to interview is not only determined by methodological con-
siderations relevant to the respective sample logic or of questions relating to access-
ing a somewhat hard-to-reach population. Interviewing migrants who can talk about 
their irregular migration process from their own experience also raises a number of 
ethical considerations when these persons’ residential status is of a ‘fragile’ or tem-
porary nature (e.g. such as during the asylum determination process or when remain-
ing undocumented—see also Duvell et al. 2008). For fear of being ‘detected’ or 
identified, these migrants might be particularly hesitant in talking about their per-
sonality or their (irregular) migration process. In our research, asylum-seekers, for 
example, were theoretically comparatively easy to locate as they were usually 
housed by the public care system. However, while still in the asylum determination 
process, their ‘insecure’ legal status often deterred them from participating in the 
research project. Besides, the fresh memory of the official interview during the asy-
lum procedure, we assumed, could have impacted the interview process consider-
ably. We therefore also included persons who were not going through the asylum 
procedure at the time of the research but who had already obtained refugee or any 
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other legal status, were rejected asylum-seekers or were smuggled migrants living 
undocumented in the host country. In this field, researchers need to pay particular 
attention to how they gain access to research participants and whether their methods 
are ethically correct. Identifying research participants as belonging to a certain tar-
get group might actually harm them in terms of the quality and duration of their 
future residence in the country (see also Dahinden and Efionayi-Mäder 2009). 
Working with undocumented immigrants requires extra care.

Aside from established methods of making contact with research participants 
such as snowball sampling (Atkinson and Flint 2001), using gate keepers (Bloch 
1999) or site selection strategies, another potential source of contacts is the mem-
bers of the research team themselves. In all of our projects, researchers worked 
together with bi- or multilingual interviewers who had personal contacts with poten-
tial respondents, friends and relatives who met the selection criteria of the target 
group (migrants who had been smuggled) or who could make direct contact with 
individuals from the target group. In this way, the interviewers themselves become 
‘part of the immigrant kinship–friendship network in the research community’ 
(Cornelius 1982: 387). Despite methodological risks particularly in regard to objec-
tivity (Bloch 1999), the advantages in terms of access and openness were consid-
ered to be more important for our research. Ellis and MacGaffey (1996) point out 
that, when doing research into groups who are difficult to access and where there is 
a high degree of suspicion towards the ‘outsider’, it makes much more sense to 
involve a collaborating ‘insider’ in order to gain access to these networks. The 
‘insider’ is also part of the network and is in possession of extended personal con-
tacts within the researched population. Co-nationals or co-ethnics might find it 
easier to empathise with the narrator’s position and be more likely to build up trust 
and thus identify risks that might negatively affect research participants, either 
when contacting the interviewees or during the interview itself. This became obvi-
ous, during the course of our interviews, in expressions like ‘You know how it is…’, 
‘As you know, we…’ and ‘You might understand why…’ used by several individuals 
when talking to co-national or co-ethnic interviewers.

However, sharing the same ethnic background may also make the respondent 
somewhat suspicious because such interview situations run the risk of touching 
upon sensitive political, social or cultural issues of which the individual interviewer 
may not be aware. It might be precisely the ‘outside’ position of the researcher that 
induces the narrator to speak more freely about certain aspects of his or her experi-
ence which are usually not easily discussed within their own community. The inter-
viewer’s position as an ‘outsider’ might also prove to be an advantage in situations 
where a certain suspicion towards the narrator’s co-nationals or co-ethnics is to be 
expected.

In our research, for example, one West African woman was not willing to talk 
with the co-ethnic interviewer, since she worried that sharing her experiences would 
be seen as betrayal and information revealed would be spread in her own commu-
nity. All our interviewers were therefore carefully prepared to deal with possibly 
emerging problems of bias and confidentiality. Self-reflection and reflections of 
the general interview atmosphere were of specific importance. Furthermore, all 
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 interviews carried out were discussed again and questions raised by the person ana-
lysing the interview in order to avoid misinterpretation. Indeed, several times it 
turned out that some aspects were taken for granted by the interviewer, who did not 
ask for any explanation. In such cases, it was very useful to have the possibility to 
go back to the respondents and ask for clarification.

15.7  Why Did Migrants Participate in Our Research?

We assumed that many of our participants would not—or would not easily—speak 
about their experiences during their migration process in detail due to their vulner-
able position. Surprisingly, they did not refuse because they did not want to talk 
about the human smuggling process as such. The decision not to participate was 
instead related to the fact that these persons had been questioned many times already 
about their migration process and were tired of talking about it. This was especially 
the case for those we had contacted through organisations or other gatekeepers. 
Indeed, in line with the above-mentioned difficulties with regard to contacts chosen 
by gatekeepers, in our research some potential partners were being approached for 
the third or fourth time, either by journalists or by researchers. Reduced to the status 
of research subjects, they were just tired of speaking about their migration history 
over and over again. This hesitation was supported by the fact that, during our first 
fieldwork period (2002–2004), ‘asylum’ was highly politicised, both in Austria and 
in the Netherlands, as more restrictive legal changes were in preparation. More 
recent fieldwork in 2015 was conducted by Zijlstra and van Liempt in the context of 
the current ‘refugee crisis’, with an even wider shared concern than before that par-
ticipation in research may lead to actions against smugglers and thus restrict access 
to smugglers’ services (Optimity Advisors, ICMPD, ECRE 2015: 18).

Nevertheless, more than 100 men, women and families who had been in contact 
with human smugglers at some time during their migration process were actually 
interested in talking about their experiences with us. With the aim of better under-
standing their narration strategies, the question of why they actually had decided to 
participate was of specific importance. It was assumed that particular expectations 
in terms of benefits if they participated might be reflected in their respective narra-
tion streams. To understand these expectations was considered vital in order to 
detect certain biases in the narration strategy, which could then explain why certain 
aspects might have been specifically amplified while others were not touched upon.

Asked about their participation, the answers provided were manifold. Whereas, 
for some, the tense political climate at the time of conducting interviews deterred 
their participation, for others, it was exactly this very climate that encouraged them 
to take part. Participation was envisaged by arguing that they would like to make 
their story public (through research or journalism) so that the wider community 
would know about what was actually going on in the migrants’ countries and why 
they had come to Europe. In these cases, the narrator would try his/her best to pres-
ent the migration process in the way that would best draw attention to their difficult 
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lives. While some had decided to participate due to the presumed scientific rele-
vance of the research, for others the interview meant a social event more than any-
thing else. This was especially true for participants who felt lonely and liked to chat 
about their lives. Many respondents also expressed their surprise that an ‘outsider’ 
was interested in their situation; interestingly, the interviewer simply showing inter-
est in the migrants’ biographies turned out to be in complete contrast to the official 
interviews to which they had been subjected. In addition, some narrations were 
likely to be amplified by strategies of self-promotion. The most obvious example in 
this sense was, for example, the outspoken desire to become very close friends or 
even marriage partners with the interviewers.

Others asked for legal advice. In these cases, the interview was clearly centred 
around topics concerning the asylum system and applications or ‘illegal’ stays. 
Some people even presented the tons of paperwork and correspondence they had 
had with the official authorities and asked the researchers for opinions on their case. 
Thus, it was particularly important to be very open, right from the beginning, about 
the limits the migrants could expect when participating. In every single case and 
with every individual concerned we made sure that we could refer them to qualified 
experts. Researchers in this field must be aware that the relation between the 
researcher and the respondent, even if trustful and close, is not equal and is clearly 
influenced by inequalities of rights, legal and economic position, gender and/or psy-
chological position. Sometimes, researchers might deliberately be provoked on cer-
tain topics in order for the migrants to determine what the reactions of ‘native’ 
citizens might be. Like the young man who played with his ‘fake’ identity by show-
ing a forged identity card: ‘…don’t you believe me, don’t you think I am a British 
citizen? Why not? It could be possible, couldn’t it?’

As Glazer (1982) notes, participants have their own reasons for agreeing to be 
interviewed and many are able to set limits on what information they provide. 
Participants had their own reasons for participating; talking about their lives was a 
vital part of reality for many participants who had to present themselves repeatedly 
in certain ways in order to be able to survive or to reach their goals. Nevertheless, 
when it came to more personal aspects beyond their ‘official identity’, it became 
more difficult, just as Cowles notes: ‘Even those subjects [sic] who appear to be 
open in their responses to the research activity may become, in the midst of their 
participation, increasingly hesitant or evasive when they realize that they are reveal-
ing information that they would rather not have exposed’ (Cowles 1988: 171). Thus, 
while a lack of respect for someone’s dignity might also be expressed by being 
overprotective, on the other hand every effort should be made to provide the neces-
sary space for research participants to present their lives in their own way. In this 
regard, ensuring an unstructured, conversation-like interview environment in which 
participants could talk freely, ‘embedded questioning’ and the private surroundings 
in which the interviews took place all proved to be very helpful in more than just a 
technical sense.
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15.8  Official and Unofficial Representations of the Self

When certain migrants give accurate information about themselves and their travels, 
this might endanger their current position and future options. In migration research, 
the topic of (re)presentation is most prominently discussed in studies on asylum 
migration. Although extensive empirical evidence shows that refugees perceive their 
identity to be very different to that ascribed to them by the institutionalised refugee 
determination system, surprisingly little is known about how refugees present them-
selves within this context. Zetter (1991) raises an interesting point by arguing that 
refugees may be interested in the label they are given by others. They may also object 
to it. In recognising that others often categorise them negatively or incorrectly, he 
argues that it is exactly this labelling which, on the other hand, entitles them to cer-
tain rights. Presenting their case in line with what immigration officers expect to hear 
can thus be beneficial for them. These aspects, however, do not concern refugees or 
asylum-seekers only. Migrants who had moved irregularly, who had used smugglers 
to migrate or, in particular, who continue to stay undocumented in the country of 
destination, have good reasons to present and represent themselves in a certain way 
in order to be able to organise their survival, e.g. in order to find work, get access to 
health care, etc. These conditions influence the way in which migrants present them-
selves and may lead to a constant adaptation of narrations according to the require-
ments imposed on them in a given situation. Often migrants who had moved 
irregularly and/or were asylum-seekers not only need to organise the biographical 
aspects in a predetermined way but, consequently, have to shift between various rep-
resentations. Memory has to revert from an ‘unofficial’ identity to an ‘official’ one.

Thus, smuggled migrants, who run the risk of being interviewed by officials 
(police, medical doctors, etc.) at any time, might be biased in an interview situation 
and therefore might choose to provide only scarce information or information of 
only limited use. Most obviously, narrators would highlight certain biographical 
aspects while other aspects (those which might have negative consequences for their 
lives if openly revealed) might either not be touched upon in detail, not revealed at 
all or adapted accordingly. This situation calls for an even broader focus by analys-
ing not only what is presented and what is not presented but also how migrants 
present themselves and their individual migration journey. In order to analyse the 
data collected, it seemed useful to understand more about why and when our respon-
dents could possibly have kept certain details back or adapted their narratives.

This specific dilemma calls for a very accurate and ethically sound approach by 
the researchers, because it could destroy the trust that was built up with respondents. 
Several participants confirmed the need to talk carefully about their lives. The Dublin 
regulations may serve as a good example of how a certain legal regulation may have 
an influence on a narrated biography. Without some modifications or secrecy in 
descriptions of the route or of the specific countries through which the migrant had 
transited, he or she would not be allowed to stay in the country of arrival, but would 
be sent back to the ‘safe third country’ through which he or she had passed. This may 
explain why, often, only little or no detailed information is to be found on the final 
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part of the migration trajectory collected by the official immigration authorities. As 
a consequence, explanations on the route may be similar to the following, which 
originated from a database containing information on first asylum hearings:

I came with a direct flight to an unknown place, and then I was brought with a white car of 
an unknown type to an unknown place. I don’t know what countries we passed. I was 
dropped at an unknown place, somewhere and now I am here.

Details on the routes taken were sometimes kept back in our interviews, too—
interestingly, usually for other reasons, just like this Eritrean woman who shared her 
worries with us:

I won’t tell you the exact name of the mountain where we were hiding; it is a famous place, 
you might want to know about it, but there are more people to follow and I do not want to 
betray them.

At the time of our conversation, this woman was no longer going through the 
asylum procedure, so there was no need for her to hide information concerning the 
route she had in order not to jeopardise her potential admission; nevertheless, she 
still had good reasons for holding back this information. Taking into account 
migrants’ social realities helps to place the information revealed in context. 
However, researchers must also be aware that, in their conversations, interviewees 
may recall the situation in which they found themselves previously; they may thus 
have built up a certain expertise in presenting themselves in particular ways.

This active use of different ways to present their identity and biographies can 
have severe complications when analysing the data. They might offer information 
which shows clearly that the event cannot have happened as suggested. ‘We were 
landing with the boat in Milan’, as stated by a male respondent from Guinea, cannot 
have happened simply because Milan is not located close to the sea. However, there 
might also be information offered which is much harder to identify or where, for 
various reasons, some details are simply not clearly remembered not considered 
relevant by the narrator. In order to be able to deal with this kind of information, a 
first step is to reflect on why certain information is, or is not, provided in this way: 
did the person just not remember it clearly or did he/she confuse the location with 
another through which he/she transited? Was he/she instructed by someone to give 
this answer? Is it the easiest way not to disclose anything that might be difficult to 
talk about? All these questions were discussed at length both within the research 
team and with respondents, if the dynamics of the conversation allowed. In any 
case, researchers should be prepared to not receive the answers to such questions 
but to revert instead to a reflective analysis process.

15.9  Analysing Different Representations

In a second step, the issue then is how this kind of information should be valued 
and processed: should we just ignore the details of the story? Should we take the 
whole narration as a ‘constructed’ story? Should such information just be taken as 
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it was stated or should the meaning behind it be questioned? We do not have a clear 
and universal answer to such questions but it is definitely a personal and ethical 
consideration which needs to be considered and balanced for every single case. In 
this regard, the key to the analysis is to understand that information is actually 
provided under certain circumstances and, supposedly, with particular intentions or 
expectations by the respondents. In our case, interviewers were instructed to also 
critically reflect on their own performance, as well as on the specific circumstances 
of the particular interview. This could have had an effect on the information that 
was provided and on the way in which it was offered. Examples of this are the dura-
tion of the interview, the description of the place in which the interview was carried 
out, the general atmosphere, those present, interruptions and disturbances, the 
impression of the emotional state of the narrator, impressions of how the interview 
progressed and the interpersonal interaction, obvious particularities in the inter-
view, etc.).

With regard to the analysis and evaluation, it is important to be aware of the spe-
cific political framework within which certain migrants are navigating in order to 
understand their potential narration strategies. Revealing certain details or drawing 
conclusions without critically reflecting on them not only provides a distorted pic-
ture in a wider context but may also have negative consequences for the participants. 
Thus, researchers should be aware of their power over the distribution of knowl-
edge. Taking basic ethical implications into account is not a straightforward process 
but a balancing act, with difficult choices to be made. In our view, the increased 
attention given to research involving vulnerable persons has not yet been adequately 
translated into corresponding publications on ethical challenges in the study of 
migration. The relative scarcity of these publications reflects the dilemma caused by 
the multidisciplinary nature of migration studies; however, it may also reflect reser-
vations about emphasising the fact that there are serious dilemmas related to empiri-
cal research with vulnerable migrants (Bilger and van Liempt 2009).

In our specific research area, which touches upon several levels of irregularity, 
the problem of dealing with anonymity, confidentiality and privacy may concern 
not only research participants but also those, such as gate-keepers, supporting 
them as well as any other person in contact with potential participants. It should 
be recognised that insensitive treatment in regard to ‘privacy’ can potentially 
harm not only individuals but also groups or even a community as a whole. In our 
study, the fact that a failure to ensure confidentiality may cause harm to the repu-
tation of the research community if it became apparent that insensitive interview-
ing by the researcher might have consequences for other researchers. Some 
potential participants and gate-keepers refused to participate, referring to the bad 
experiences they had previously had with researchers interested in their lives—we 
were informed that, after information from their interviews had been processed, 
participants did not find that their input was reflected in the write-up by the 
research team. On the contrary, research results also referred to in the media and 
policies had, at the very least, cast a poor light on the interviewees and their 
 communities. This last aspect is directly linked to the ethical rule of ‘balancing 
the harm and the benefits’, where it is the researcher’s obligation to strive to 
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 ‘minimise harm’ and ‘maximise benefits’ for their research subjects. Thus, when 
carrying out research on a topic like human smuggling, the more sensitive aspect 
is the striving to minimise harm.

Information gathered in interviews can quite easily be used by third parties, be it 
against the respondents themselves or against any other actors involved. Thus, it 
should be recognised that researchers and participants alike may not always see the 
harm and benefits of a research project or may not see it in the same way. This there-
fore places extra demands for accuracy and sensitivity on researchers, who must try 
to understand the views of the potential or actual research subjects from their per-
spective. This is of particular importance in conversation-like interviews as, in such 
settings, the researcher is actively seeking to obtain very private information. Thus, 
the principle of ‘informed consent’ turns out to be rather complex, as the potential 
effects of participating are not easily predictable (see also Bilger and van Liempt 
2009). Of course, participants must have the right to make an informed decision and 
to hear a full explanation of the research project in order for them to then decide 
whether or not to participate. Interviewees should be able to stop the interview 
whenever they want and our interview technique was clearly aiming for participants 
to present their own interpretation of specific events and to reveal only what he or 
she wanted to at any particular moment. Contact details were also left for everybody 
in case they wanted to reverse their participation and back out from the project, even 
after the interview had taken place. However, already at an early stage of data col-
lection we realised that asking interviewees to sign a consent form was counterpro-
ductive to our efforts to build up trust. Why are we, the researchers, asking for them 
to sign a document? What could this document be about? We did guarantee ano-
nymity, but did not ask people to sign a form which would require them to reveal 
their name and sign the form.

15.10  Conclusion

Qualitative research with smuggled migrants proved that incorporating their experi-
ences was not only feasible but was considered important for building up knowl-
edge of a topic on which insider knowledge was largely missing. Precisely by 
exploring the knowledge, experiences, evaluations and strategies of those who had 
themselves been involved were we able to nuance stereotypical ideas and common 
knowledge on human smuggling processes. This also seemed to be reflected in the 
alleged beliefs about who can provide information and who cannot, who has a say 
and who has not. Such an approach, however, entails very particular methodological 
and ethical considerations and demands specific sensitivity and accuracy. There are 
generally three kinds of relationship where the failure to safeguard ethical guide-
lines may cause harm: (1) to the relationship of trust between the researcher and the 
interviewee, (2) to other individuals or groups and/or (3) to the reputation of the 
research community.
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Existing ethical guidelines are formalistic recommendations which are often not 
enough of a guideline for the difficult choices that need to be made in research with 
vulnerable migrants. During our fieldwork, for example, we realised that a narrative 
may not simply be the story of a life but rather a conscious or unconscious strategy 
for self-presentation and a legitimisation of an interviewee’s projections for the 
future. Researchers in this field need to be aware that, apart from an often-traumatic 
experience, external structural factors such as the respective migration and integra-
tion policy framework, have an impact on how vulnerable migrants present and 
represent themselves and their migration journey in an interview situation. It is dif-
ficult for researchers to know how irregularity in migration processes is influencing 
the individual narratives and how to deal with these findings in an ethical way.

While discussing ethics, it is vital to acknowledge that they are not an ‘after- 
thought’ (Miller and Bell 2012) or something that only needs to be considered at the 
moment when the research proposal is evaluated. Ethical issues need to be raised 
and reflected upon from the conceptualisation of the research until the placement of 
the results in the public arena (Glazer 1982). They should be an ongoing part of 
research and we hope that this chapter will serve as a starting point for such a 
discussion.
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