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Research questions

The principal research interest of the BICC research project on the (re)integration of
refugees and their role in peace processes, entitled “Protected rather than protracted—
Strengthening refugees and peace” is to scrutinize sustainable solutions to protracted dis-
placement situations (PDS). Research focuses on a bottom-up perspective looking at return,
local integration and peace processes. It specifically investigates how persons affected by 
displacement cope with a situation of de facto local integration and reintegration and exam-
ines under what conditions the consideration and participation of displaced persons (DPs)
in peace processes is an important basis for their reintegration. The general objectives of 
the research are twofold: To draw lessons from the observed practice and to develop rec-
ommendations for action intended to strengthen refugees and peace in the long term. 

The research is meant to specifically support programmatic project visions on different 
levels: 

a) Provide an overview of structural problems related to protracted displacement situ-
ations (PDS), assess forms of agency and mechanisms of resilience that evolve in re-
action to PDS and analyze participation of DPs in peace processes.

b) Gather best practices and lessons learned to elaborate strategies for the participa-
tion of DPs in peace, return or local integration processes required to address PDS 
sustainably.

c) Elaborate policy recommendations to ensure durable solution of PDS and develop 
guidelines under which conditions DPs and refugees should and can play a role in 
peace processes.

We assume that a large part of displaced persons find themselves in a situation of de 
facto local integration. Though de facto local integration in most cases is not equivalent to a full 
de jure local integration, it often goes along with coping strategies that may foster sustainable 
livelihoods. Yet, we acknowledge that there are also negative coping strategies, such as child 

1 The following paper describes our methodological approach and is regularly revised throughout the research pro-
cess and is thus work in progress.
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labour. We thus differentiate between a de jure local integration and a de facto local in-
tegration. We speak of de facto (re)integration when returnees/refugees do not have to 
flee or relocate again. De facto (re-)integration includes a bandwidth of conditions that we 
distinguish by a list of twelve indicators. These are access to housing, land, property, jobs, 
nutrition, social networks, common property, political participation, rights, and documents. 
Displaced persons can be (re-)integrated in some aspects, but not in others. Yet, we regard 
(re-)integration only as successful and sustainable if returnees/refugees are able to sustain 
their livelihoods, face no persecution, and enjoy access to all of the listed criteria. 

We intend to analyze the role of refugees and IDPs (internally displaced persons) in 
peace processes. We subsume both IDPs and refugees into the category of displaced per-
sons, which we define as persons that regard themselves as displaced involuntarily—
regardless of the status attributed to them afterwards. ‘Peace process’ not only refers to
peace agreements, but also their social, political and economic context. Peace processes can 
be observed on local, national or regional levels. Our working hypothesis is that the partici-
pation and consideration of displaced persons in peace processes is a crucial factor for their 
sustainable reintegration. Put differently, we assume that there is a link between return and 
peace in general, and we want to determine its specificities.

Behind the backdrop of a growing number of violent conflicts and stalled peace pro-
cesses worldwide, large-scale voluntary return is a highly unlikely solution to protracted 
displacement. The divide between the classic types of durable solutions (repatriation, local 
integration and resettlement) and reality, in consequence, has widened: On the one hand,
international conventions on durable solutions are well established. On the other, most DPs 
find themselves trapped in an in-between status or a situation of de facto local integration 
rather than of full social, political and economic integration. Effective sustainable solutions 
for dealing with this discrepancy are lacking. Our main research questions hence are: 

1) What chances and risks can be observed during the reintegration of refu-
gees and IDPs, or rather what makes reintegration sustainable and successful? 

2) Under which conditions does the participation of refugees and IDPs in peace 
processes play a key role in the sustainability of their return and peace? 

3) How can local integration contribute to the development of host communi-
ties and empower displaced persons?

Analytical framework

Processes of displacement, integration, return and reintegration of large groups of peo-
ple create a series of possible tense situations between “established groups”, i.e. host com-
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munities, and “outsiders”, i.e. refugees. Experiences of becoming displaced involve tempo-
rary stays within different communities, which may receive the newcomers in ways difficult 
to anticipate, covering a wide bandwidth reaching from empathy to hostility. Return to the 
area of origin, another area in the country of origin, and protracted stays in host communi-
ties create such situations for long periods. Generally, this raises questions about how situa-
tions between the established and outsiders evolve, how relationships between the two 
groups as well as within each group emerge, and how the self-perception within each group 
influences interaction, may reinforce separation or open avenues for integration.

An empirical study by Norbert Elias and John L. Scotson, first published in 1965, pro-
vides insights into interdependencies and power relations that tend to emerge between the 
established and outsiders. Elias and Scotson use the term “figuration” for a rather solid pat-
tern of interrelations that tends to perpetuate a power imbalance, a sense of inequality and 
entrenched perceptions of a community consisting of superiors and inferiors. Based on re-
search in a small homogeneous community, they developed an empirical paradigm, which 
can be used to identify common structures and problems affecting much larger and differ-
entiated societies, as well as reasons for differences in functioning and developing accord-
ing to different conditions (Elias & Scotson, 2013, 10). 

Elias’ and Scotson’s observations of a small town community in Great Britain (near 
Leicester) revealed that power differentials emerged due to differences in internal cohesion 
and degree of organization within the two groups. The group of the established was more 
cohesive and better organized as they had been together for a longer period than the new-
comers. The case study showed that superiority evolved on the basis of intensive interac-
tion over generations, enhanced social control among the established due to the presence of 
outsiders, and outright denial of access for outsiders to common activities of the established. 
Moreover, the group of the established enhanced cohesion by reinforcing markers of identi-
ty, derived from characteristics of the role models of the best performers of their own 
group, whereas the outsiders were stigmatized according to identity markers derived from 
their weakest performers. The established used this difference to reserve social or political 
positions for their own members, reinforcing their cohesion, while members of the outsid-
ers were excluded. Over and above, the outsiders identified themselves with the negative 
characteristics allotted to their group and accepted the established as being better. As soon 
as the position of power occupied by the established erodes, counter-stigmatization may 
occur. These patterns of interdependencies will thus eventually create conflict and violence 
(Elias & Scotson, 2013, 11-27). 

By using the figuration framework, analysis can pinpoint the procedural quality of so-
cial reality (Willems, 2010, 68-88). The approach is, therefore, particularly suited to com-
bining ethnomethodological interaction analysis with macro-sociological theory. The 
integration of the former facilitates the analysis of the mechanisms that constitute figura-
tion frameworks. Social-anthropological, social-psychological and sociological theory on 
processes of interaction are particularly useful to further differentiate processes of integra-
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tion, exclusion, tensions and conflict. Following social psychological studies of processes of 
group formation (Rothbart, 2008; Sherif, 1967; Triandis & Trafimow, 2008) and the result-
ing Minimal Group Paradigm (Bourhis & Gagnon, 2008; Tajfel, 1970),2 such an amplified 
figuration approach strongly recommends to be cautious about claims on primordial group 
structures and to be conscious of patterns of interdependencies. Social-anthropological re-
search on the situational circumstances of we-groups formation (Elwert, 2002) and obser-
vations of alliances that flexibly transcend supposedly fixed ethnic groups (Schlee, 2006)
underline the necessity for such scepticism. Sociological analysis of identification processes
(Brubaker & Cooper, 2000, Jenkins, 2000a, 2000b) and identity markers (Donahoe et al. 
2009)3 finally urge us to scrutinize the procedural character of belonging and integration as 
postulated by the figuration paradigm.

This framework informs the methodological approach and research design for pro-
tracted refugee situations used in this project.4 Understanding the figuration between host
or receiving communities and displaced persons as well as communities of origin and re-
turnees is a precondition for approaches towards (re-)integration, which have to consider 
both groups equally and identify potentials for integrative dynamics within the figuration. 
The focus of research shifts from the description of group perceptions and self-perceptions 
to the interaction between as well as among the groups. Observation of inter-relations in 
concrete cases, such as disputes, community events, religious or political assemblies, mar-
ket days, or related to issues such as regulation of land use, access to resources, redistribu-
tive actions (supply of aid, food sharing during festivities, work parties, etc.) show either 
the distance or dynamics of greater cohesion between the groups in the community. It also 
allows studying the extent of group pressure on individuals who may deviate from the 
group norm, potential tensions that may arise, and front lines along which violent conflict 
may erupt. 

Mentioned theories explain the trajectories of tensions and conflicts—yet they do not 
primarily address realities that are specific to protracted conflicts. The protracted conflict 
model points out that such a conflict is probably more related to the enduring lack of basic 
needs, such as infrastructure, economic growth and security than to the antagonism of cer-
tain groups (Azar, 1990). This view is in line with the theory of the market of violence and is 

2 According to these studies, it is a sufficient condition to produce we-groups if there is: (i) A division between a 
given number of individuals that the individuals are conscious of. (ii) A situation of competition between these 
divisions. These we-groups will feature the following characteristics: bias towards group members and discrimi-
nation of the out-group.

3 Markers are understood as socially differentiated signs of collective identities or affiliation. Identity markers are 
neither always on the surface of consciousness nor reflected by individuals. Schlee proposes to differentiate be-
tween markers that are on the surface and visible and to label the others features Schlee (2006, 74ff.)

4 It implies considering the descriptions by members of the established communities of the displaced or refugees, 
the characteristics attached to the established by the newcomers, and the self-description of each group. It also 
implies looking into the dynamics in these communities over a longer period, not only with regard to the arrival 
of the displaced or refugees and returnees, but also, with regard to the interrelations within the group of the es-
tablished, their ways to create coherence, and the role the interdependency with the displaced or refugees has for 
this.
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well documented (Olsson & Fors, 2004; Prunier, 2008; Schlee, 2000; Turner, 2007). It is 
nevertheless crucial to point out that within a system of violent appropriation of goods—
such as in a protracted conflict— actors have a considerable amount of agency. All actors—
including civilians—act according to the rules of such a market to achieve their goals (El-
wert, 1999). To regard conflict as the exception from the rule, respectively violent and civil-
ian actors as a dichotomy of perpetrators and victims constrains analysis unduly. In pro-
tracted conflicts, crisis turns into normality interrupted by exceptional states of peace. Eve-
ryday life still goes on (Lubkemann, 2010). It is also important to scrutinize changing social 
relationships the conflict is embedded in and people remain in and adapt to as social navi-
gators (Vigh, 2006).

To understand rationality and intentions of even seemingly irrational (e.g. violent) ac-
tion, their communicative context and its parameters’ validity, thus, have to be reconstruct-
ed (Habermas, 1981/I, 169). Still, action also includes unintended actions (cf. Esser, 1981, 
1999; Joas, 2000, 272-284). Such intentional and unintentional action is the basis of situa-
tional logic, which, in turn, frames actions and conditions actors. The dynamic of situational 
logic and social action evolves into institutionalized patterns of behaviour carried by com-
munication processes. From systems theory, we integrate the idea that such communication 
processes or systems function according to their inner logic and tend to reproduce them-
selves—again, independent from e.g. intentions actors might have had (Luhmann, 1997). 
This, in sum, means that actors are neither mere victims of structures imposed on them nor 
are structures detached from the impact of social change caused by agency. Both processes 
are rather part of a dynamic undetermined process that often becomes detached from in-
tentions or conscious choice (Elias, 1998, p. 21).

Research dimensions and indicators 

Our state-of-the-art paper on protracted displacement indicated that the categorical 
differentiation of peace, war, and post-conflict in politics, academic research and interna-
tional cooperation show a deficiency in matching the realities on the ground, since peace –
conflict- and post-conflict in reality are often not separable phases of a process which is not 
necessarily and only very rarely linear. We, therefore, propose to theorize it as a circular 
process. Moreover there are shortcomings with regard to conceptualizing and dealing with 
overlaps between the categories of refugees, IDPs, returnees and undocumented persons. 
Our desk review showed—in line with our own previous empirical work—the normative-
legal distinctions between refugees, IDPs and undocumented persons fade on the ground
and might change over time. To tackle this problem, we consider these concepts as purely 
based on legal terms and take the term displaced persons as a more inclusive and more 
appropriate analytical expression. Moreover, we do not understand displacement and (re)-
integration as a necessarily linear process, but rather as a cyclical process, which manifests 
itself e.g. in multiple displacements.
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Both of these shortcomings are related to a discourse shaped by an a priori
understanding of institutions, states and international relations that are common to actors 
from the arena of politics, law, and policy and focus on the nation state. We attempt to coun-
terbalance this analytical trap by putting an alternative focus on regions and networks. An-
other consequence of such top-down approaches is a focus on needs and assistance. This, in 
turn, renders existing resilience invisible. Desk review, in sum, suggests that prevalent top-
down perspectives have caused a lack of consideration for voices of affected persons, which 
in turn translated into often inadequate concepts, analyses and projects. Our research 
methodology, in consequence, tries to acknowledge and address these shortcomings 
(Bohnet, Mielke, Rudolf, Schetter, & Vollmer, 2015) by focusing on the agency of DPs and 
related coping strategies.

(Re-)integration is framed, but not determined, by immigration policies in the respec-
tive destinations. It can happen at different moments of time and on different levels—e.g. 
social, cultural, economic political levels. (Re)integration might refer to the physical, socio-
economic or political-security dimension as Black, Koser & Munk (2004) argue (Black et al., 
2004). Ruben et al. (2009) considered the level of “embeddedness” as key to measuring the 
sustainability of return (Ruben, van Houte, & Davids, 2009). They examined returns to six 
different countries and found social, economic and psychosocial dimensions to be crucial 
for the re-embeddedness of returnees. In the light of these models, in accordance with 
aforementioned considerations, and in reference to existing models of practitioners such as 
IOM (see index created by Koser & Kuschminder, 2015, 51) we, therefore, differentiate the 
following twelve dimensions of (re)integration, which guide our comparative analysis. 



7

Box 1

Comparative dimensions

Context factors (macro perspective)
1. Security, legal, political, economic situation in host society (incl. non-DP affected areas);
2. Political, legal and economic context and social structure in the place of origin 

(changes);
3. Protracted conflict—dynamics with DP, camps, regional spill-off effects; geopolitics.

Displacement process (micro perspective)
4. Personal situation before, during, and after displacement (networks, individual role,

trauma);
5. Medium- and long-term integration (economic/social/legal/political rights)
6. Access to services, markets, political power and resources such as land (livelihoods, 

housing, land, property);
7. Impacts on host society: Infrastructure (water, electricity, education, healthcare, se-

curity), job market, social cohesion.

Peace process/ return (meso perspective)
8. Dynamic changes during and due to displacement;
9. Political agency/participation of DPs (hosts) in peace processes;
10. Sustainability of return/local integration/hybrid form of the two former (trans-

locality).

In addition to these dimensions, and to complement our amplified theoretical model of 
figuration, the Impoverishment, Risk and Reconstruction (IRR) Model, developed by 
Michael Cernea (2000), is adopted to narrow down the focus of the study (Cernea, 2000). 
Cernea’s model delineates the risks that come with displacement (causes of impoverish-
ment). The model also outlines what can be done to address these risks and to reconstitute 
livelihoods. The IRR Model thus offers clear indicators for measuring impoverishment and 
reintegration. Cernea’s approach helps to deconstruct the multi-faceted displacement expe-
rience into identifiable components. It has been used by a variety of studies (Internal Dis-
placement Monitoring Centre, 2010; Lukunka, 2013) and is therefore well suited for com-
parisons. Factors influence one another both in terms of impoverishment outcomes and 
desired actions (Cernea, 2000)..As the model suggests, preventing or overcoming impover-
ishment patterns requires risk reversal strategies for which the implications of how power 
and resources are shared, managed and contested are important elements to understand. 

Kälin & Schrepfer (2012) highlight how development actors can easily adapt the IRR 
Model as a tool to understand the challenges faced in displacement. Particularly useful in 
this regard is the fact that the Model stresses an action-oriented analysis. The IRR Model 
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suggests that preventing or overcoming the pattern of impoverishment requires targeted 
risk reversal or mitigation (Cernea, 27–29 October 2004). The analysis presented here pro-
poses to follow Kalin & Schrepfer’s adaptation of the list of risks leading to impoverishment. 
They are contrasted with the processes needed to reverse or mitigate them (a–i). These in-
dicators are thus helpful in isolating the conditions necessary for designing durable solu-
tions. We furthermore propose to add indicators j–m to additionally assess social, economic,
political, and legal (re)integration: 

Box 2 

Indicators

a. Landlessness ó access to/ restitution of land after, or temporary use of land during, 
displacement; 

b. Joblessness ó re-employment after, or temporary employment during, displace-
ment; 

c. Homelessness ó temporary shelter during, and permanent housing after, displace-
ment; 

d. Marginalization ó social inclusion both during and after displacement; 
e. Food insecurity ó adequate food and nutrition during and after displacement; 
f. Increased morbidity ó improved healthcare during and after displacement; 
g. Loss of common property ó restoration of community assets and services; 
h. Social disarticulation ó re-building of networks and community during and after 

displacement, including reconciliation; 
i. Loss of educational opportunities ó restoration of access to education; 
j. Outlawed ó access to legal representation and law enforcement;
k. Voiceless ó access to political recognition and representation;
l. Undocumented ó holding valid documents, titles;
m. Unawareness ó empowered awareness of (human) rights.

These indicators make it possible to differentiate between impoverishment, heightened 
vulnerability and reintegration respectively local integration on all levels. The indicators 
can be used to measure the effects of displacement on refugees, IDPs and hosts alike. 

Tools 

The methodology for the study consisted of both qualitative and quantitative research 
tools. Data were drawn from primary and secondary sources. The collection of secondary 
data in the field included statistics from the Data Tracking Matrix (DTM) by IOM, who track 
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returnees and IDPs, and other international databases. We furthermore developed and reg-
ularly updated our own datasets on the regions concerned. Primary data was collected 
through a participatory assessment with displaced populations, host and return communi-
ties creating as little undue expectations as possible. This means that the team tried to pre-
vent anticipated demands by DPs and local populations related to our status as outsiders 
for actual or future assistance. The role attributed to foreign Westerners doing research in 
the field nevertheless clearly influenced the collected information and should be kept in 
mind when evaluating the data. Even local assistants5 had to deal with an inevitable array of 
expectations and suspicions. 

We paid due attention to (i) mainstreaming age, gender and diversity. At the same time, 
we accounted for the composition of the displaced in each region to not overestimate the 
effect of some and to (ii) ensure that interviewees (displaced and non-displaced groups) 
were not exposed to any risks resulting from sharing personal and sensitive information. 
We continuously reviewed available documents (desk review) and regularly exchanged
with colleagues from other policy and research institutions to ensure that all relevant in-
formation available is included in the final analysis. We also compared and extended our 
results by a desk review of statistical analysis.6

In each site, we differentiated between DPs, hosts, stakeholders and experts. As stake-
holders—besides the communities that were directly affected by displacement—, we con-
sidered economic actors, politicians, experts, international and national actors (NGOs), vio-
lent actors and the diaspora in neighbouring countries. Our differentiation of the directly-
affected population followed the usual distinction made by humanitarians, development 
actors and policymakers. We nevertheless did not limit ourselves to these official categories 
but rather included displaced persons in rural and urban areas that are undocumented and 
therefore often become invisible in official accounts. This understanding enabled us to 

5 The analysis was designed with a teamwork approach, stressing dialogue and communication. Local 
counterparts helped to adapt the approach to local conditions during the whole process (workshops and 
research). The BICC team elaborated research subjects/ dimensions, discussion themes and interview lead 
questions in a participative assessment. The tools were developed in English and translated into local languages 
where necessary. The team elaborated on the distinction of crucial local and international concepts such as IDP, 
refugee, conflict, development, human rights, gender, good governance, etc. We used participatory methods to 
engage local population (participative theatre, drawings and follow-up FGD). Each field team consisted of 
female and male researchers wherever possible. We also tried to establish gender balance as well as possible by 
actively reaching out to both genders in the field. 

6 According to the context, each researcher drew from a pool of tools: 1) participant observation; 2) qualitative 
social network analysis; 3) semi-structured interviews; 4) open key informant interviews; 5) narrative in-depth 
interviews; 6) focus group discussions; 7) dialogical workshops (experts/ assistants); 8) longitudinal surveys 
(interviews and observations); 8) visual documentation (photos, videos) and subsequent discussion; 9) drawings 
and subsequent discussion for children or for touchy issues; 10) theatre play and subsequent discussion for 
touchy issues; 11) sociogrammes, 12) microcensus; 13) SWOT analysis; 15) genealogical method; 16) response 
driven sampling; 17) mapping; 18) cluster sampling. 1-7 were standard methods used in all case studies, while 
7-18 were optional tools.
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acknowledge actors that have transgressed or do not match these categories (e.g. undocu-
mented persons, displaced persons having migrant worker status etc.) and follow different 
trajectories: 

Table 1

Trajectories

Target populations Situation of displacement Group differentiation

· IDPs
· Returnees
· Refugees 
· Hosts (urban and rural)
· Local (non-host) communities

[for comparison]

· Urban
· Rural
· Camp (open and closed)
· Private individual accom-

modation (urban and rural)
· Other settlement policies of 

host states) that fit not into 
the above categories

· Gender
· Age
· Ethnicity
· Religion
· Social strait
· Regional belonging

We conducted interviews with displaced persons, returnees and stayees to assure that 
their voice was given due consideration. The main applied methods of inquiry were in 
detail: Interviews (semi-structured, key informant, and in-depth narrative interviews), fo-
cus group discussions, on-the-spot observation and visual documentation (photos, draw-
ings). Wherever feasible, we trained local assistants during capacity-building workshops in 
the field. The feedback that was gathered during such capacity-building measures was un-
der all circumstances integrated into the research. Ideally, assistants then contributed to 
the research by conducting semi-structured interviews, focus groups discussions, and par-
ticipant observations independently. By using a combination of methods from social and 
political sciences, we tried to approach each case from different perspectives. Respecting 
the interdisciplinary background of researchers, a set of mixed methods was developed. 
The choice of tools was partly open to researchers. This allowed a methodological flexibility 
that is inevitable for global comparative research with such a wide bandwidth of contexts. 
Similar to ideas known from the grounded method theory, the team constantly monitored, 
evaluated and adapted the study according to the data encountered. First-hand experiences
inevitably led to a substantiation of assumptions and subsequent adaptations of the re-
search. Methodological checkpoints were included in the design in order to crosscheck in-
formation (Elwert, 2003): Staff triangulated all information to check and flexibly react to 
eventual individual presumptions, striving for a bias-free analysis (Burke & Eichler, 2006).

Compared to classical field research, a multi-located research approach delivers a 
broader view of the phenomena in question, but a less complete picture of each location. 
Random and snowball methods were used to counter this limitation. We did not only toler-
ate serendipity but actively followed all leads evolving from coincidences that enriched the
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understanding of relevant facts. In other words, our research followed the people and the
challenges they faced when coping with displacement (Marcus, 1995; Schlee, 2002; Werth-
mann, Grätz, & Hahn, 2004). This means that we followed the people literally to their 
workspaces such as households, farmland or workshops. We accompanied displaced per-
sons at their everyday activities whenever possible participant observation.7 Participant 
observation in this case, however, was quite limited due to time and security constraints. If 
possible, we tried to spend as much time as possible at the different sites to build up confi-
dence. This meant that we tried to return to the sites more than once and to participate in 
daily activities that were not directly linked to the research focus per se. We furthermore 
tried to follow social, political, and economic links by meeting up with people who were 
mentioned as crucial for sustaining livelihoods, social networks, legal advice, support in 
disputes and other issues.8

To expand these in-depth dialogues, our research, in general, tried to use different 
kinds of information material such as photos, posters, certificates, household items to dig 
below the surfaced. We discussed key terms and their local understanding with the inter-
viewees. By collecting and discussing genealogies, sociogrammes, or personal network 
visualizations (cf. McCarty, Molina, Aguilar, & Rota, 2007),9 we assured an inter-cultural 
sensitivity and an additional source of information. We reviewed our approach with experts 
and our team of assistants in the field, as well as during stakeholder workshops. If possible 
longitudinal follow-up interviews mostly conducted by research assistants were sought 
after. 

Comparative processing of information

Interview guidelines were literally only meant to guide the research. Researchers and 
assistants selected questions according to the context of each interview or focus group situ-
ation. The bandwidth of variation of the questionnaires, thus, varied widely. It is important 
to keep in mind that the guidelines were meant to give some orientation to the researchers’ 

7 We provided a research manual for assistants and also advised them to follow five instructions: 
1) Visit homes (houses to shelters to shared living space).
2) Visit places of livelihood activities (fields, household, workshop, shop, restaurant, stall).
3) Examine access to land/ resources (distribution, titles, tenancy).
4) Follow leisure activities, assists exceptional events (meetings, rituals). 
5) Accompany visits to family and friends (include telephone or social media contacts).

8 We asked assistants to follow up on five types of networks: 1) financial; 2) house, land, property; 3) livelihoods; 
4) individual development; and 5) patron-client networks: 
1) Who assists, is approached for financial and/or material support?
2) Who arranged or is approached for access to communities, housing, shelter?
3) Who helped or provided access to enter job market (incl. attempts)?
4) Who is approached for access to education, training, internships? 
5) Who is approached for assistance in legal, social, political matters? Who is sought after in the case of 
disputes, or for advocacy, or any other issue?

9 This method provided an additional opportunity to scrutinize differences of perceptions.
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efforts to obtain answers. It did, in other words, not matter in which way or with which ex-
act words these answers were collected. The constant interpretation and reinterpretation 
of elements against the background of a wider context to gain a deeper understanding is an 
ever-present feature of intercultural research (cf. Allwood, 1989; Gadamer, 1965).10 It 
could be argued that it is actually the very core of its added value. A qualitative in-depth
interview in a non-European context is thus often characterized by more or less adequate 
translation and by cultural norms about what to say or how to express it. This is not per se a 
disadvantage—it might actually be less problematic to understand the other in a different 
culture (Oevermann, 2001). 

Nevertheless, during field research, in contrast to an experiment, almost all variables 
are in flux. In an experimental setting in a laboratory, all but one variable are ideally kept 
constant. Step by step, the researcher can thus construct a stairway that leads to a conclu-
sion. Field research rather resembles climbing an insurmountable vertical wall where one 
tool out of a set—at best—fits into a crack and enables the climber to move a step forward. 
Just as the climbers, team members were free to find the best routes and use the tools they 
deemed appropriate for the situation. Likewise, large parts of the interviews consisted of 
efforts to move a step further. The quest to establish, for example, the number of household 
members, or a chronological order of events appear to be much easier once accomplished 
than during the exercise. To dig up interesting information, field research requires various 
ways of questioning, of re-approaching the matter from a different angle, and of crosscheck-
ing interpretations. Interviews should thus not follow the questionnaires to the letter.

More important than following questionnaires to the letter was, thus, respect for a set 
of research principles that the team agreed upon. Just as much as our ethical guidelines11

that have been binding for all, these five principles framed our approach: 

1. BICC’s research is based on empirical work and extensive field visits. 
2. We strive to conduct unbiased research following transparent ethical guidelines.
3. BICC works with a combination of methods and applies a comparative approach.
4. We deliver authentic voices and first-hand observations from the field.
5. Analyses are facts-based and strictly separated from recommendations.

In accordance with the last point, our methodology finally needs to be explicitly situat-
ed in its organizational and scientific context. Analysis, as aforementioned, had to be orient-
ed towards the request for concrete recommendations for policymakers. Yet results of the
desk review indicated that insufficient rigour in distinguishing research and analysis from 
recommendations might lead to suboptimal results. As mentioned above, a blend of as-
sumptions, expectations and needs that restricted research to certain legal or normative 

10 This is described as a hermeneutic circle by Gadamer and has been problematized for field research by interpre-
tative anthropologists such as Geertz.

11 Ethical guidelines cf. bicc.de.
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categories correlates with a failure to provide sustainable solutions. This insight shaped the 
methodological approach which, in turn, shaped the framework for analysis and vice versa. 
The task to describe (i) lessons learned and collect best practices was, in consequence,
separated as far as possible from the effort to describe the reality of persons affected by 
displacement.

Apart from the lessons learned, four other blocks, emerging from the desk review, were 
selected to orient our comparative analysis. Research in each case had a look at (ii) dis-
placement as a transitory process. This meant that we tried to falsify respectively verify 
our hypothesis about cycles of displacement and return. We aimed at comparing the transi-
tion of belonging respectively the status of persons affected by displacements, be it IDPs, 
refugees, undocumented displaced persons or host community members. We also always 
looked at (iii) transregional dynamics and transnational effects of PDS on (in)security. 
Another block of issues compared displacement dynamics in each case. Here, as differenti-
ated above, comparisons ought to scrutinize the impact of displacement dynamics in be-
tween refugees, IDPs, host communities, host societies and undocumented DPs. The fourth 
block addressed (iv) challenges arising in the context of protracted displacement situa-
tions, such as humanitarian challenges, negative development spirals and regional spill-
over effects. The last block, in contrast, addressed often overlooked (v) opportunities con-
nected to displacement. Throughout all field sites, research was hence bound to give locals a
voice and examine resiliencies, skills, and innovative adaption developments from a bot-
tom-up perspective.12

12 In our approach, development, in principle, referred to all kinds of social change. A narrower definition taking 
development to be unidirectional or equivalent to progress would have hindered us from recognizing more far-
reaching transformation processes linked to these adaptations. Those are e.g. described in Vertovec (2004). 
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