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Learning Outcomes 

• Have knowledge of humanitarian settings and 
humanitarian principles 

• Recognize issues related to deciding on research 
priorities when resources are limited and there are 
urgent humanitarian needs 

• Show critical reflections on research planned or 
carried out in humanitarian settings 

• Be familiar with guidelines and resources on 
research in humanitarian settings 

• Address power imbalance between researcher 
and participants
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Complex contexts, power inequality

• The potential for causing harm 

must be considered from the 

outset. 

• Lack of infrastructure, resources 

increase vulnerability

• Contexts where there is a need for

humanitarian or other assistance 

pose particular ethical challenges
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Power inequality, sensitive topics

• Unequal power 
relationships between 
those doing research, 
and communities and 
those subject to 
research, increase the 
risk for abuse or 
exploitation of the 
affected population

• Personal and sensitive 
topics



HUMANITARIAN PRINCIPLES

• At the core of all humanitarian actions lie the 
fundamental principles of humanity, impartiality, 
neutrality, and independence, incorporated into the 
Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement and Non-Governmental 
Organizations in Disaster Relief, as well as the Core 
Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability.
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https://www.corehumanitarianstandard.org/
https://www.corehumanitarianstandard.org/


•  
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Examples of Do No Harm 

approach
• Collaboration/consultation with community 

members on cultural relevance and 

appropriateness

• Collaborate with PWLE for accessibility 

and participation 

• Supervision of MHPSS staff 

• Informed consent from all caregivers, 

ensure adolescents and children 

understand implications and expectations 

• Information accessible and 

understandable

• Referral mechanisms

• Feedback to participants and community 

members, respecting confidentiality
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Respect for persons 

• Autonomy

• Informed consent

• Confidentiality

• Anonymity

• 3rd party

• Voluntary & compensation

• Access to results and fruits



Informed consent

When I go into a horrendous camp situation as a 
white researcher, the people are so desperate for any 
form of assistance they would agree to anything just 
on the off-chance that I might be able to assist. It 
makes asking for permission to interview them or 
take photographs a farce… What does ‘informed 
consent’ mean in an isolated refugee camp with 
security problems and no proper interpreters?
Comment by Linda Bartolomei, 2004, in Pittaway
et al., 2010

Pittaway, E., Bartolomei, L., & Hugman, R. (2010). ‘Stop stealing our stories’: The ethics of research with vulnerable 

groups. Journal of human rights practice, 2(2), 229-251.
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Useful guidelines for research
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https://www.forskningsetikk.no/en/guidelines/medical-and-health-research/medical-

and-health-research-in-low--and-middle-income-countries/



• Safety and security of 

staff and volunteers

• Financial arrangements

• Tasks (content, amount)

• Supervision

• Social media policy

• appropriate skills

• Long-term impact

https://matadornetwork.com/life/dear-volunteers-africa-please-dont-come-help-

youve-asked-four-questions/

https://epicureandculture.com/volunteering-at-an-orphanage-truth/

Relevance of volunteer guidelines

https://matadornetwork.com/life/dear-volunteers-africa-please-dont-come-help-youve-asked-four-questions/
https://matadornetwork.com/life/dear-volunteers-africa-please-dont-come-help-youve-asked-four-questions/
https://epicureandculture.com/volunteering-at-an-orphanage-truth/


Meeting people in crises: 

Psychological first aid 
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• Safety

• Calm

• Help

• Information

• Connections



What about the researchers?
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RESOURCES
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