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Field research in 
humanitarian crisis: 

ethics and risks

Rachel Hastie, Oxfam

Literature 
Review

ID Field study 
locations 

Baseline: 
Observation, 
digital survey, 
KIIs, FGDs

Design 
methodology and 
ethics approval

Implement lighting 
solution

• NIGERIA: solar lanterns
• IRAQ: Fixed solar lights
• UGANDA: solar lamp 

posts

Endline: 
Observation, 
digital survey, 
KIIs, FGDs

Data analysis & 
Report writing

Dissemination & 
Research Uptake

Change in 
practice
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Risk & Ethics Matrix

Anticipated Risks

• Minors

• Safeguarding

• Disclosures

• Confidentiality

• Expectations

• Aggression

• Rains/flooding

• Snakes & Scorpions 

Actual Risks

• Lack of 
confidentiality 

• Disclosures and 
referral information

• Distress of 
enumerators

• Snakes & Scorpions



19/09/2019

3

Focus Group Discussion scenarios

Martha has just arrived 

in the camp with her 

two adolescent 

daughters. What advice 

would you give her 

about being safe in the 

camp? 

Sarah is worried about 

‘being seen’ going to the 

latrine? Why is she 

worried about that? 

What might happen is 

she is ‘seen’? Is she right 

to be worried? 

Surina is unwell and has to 

run to the latrine in the 

night. Is it safe for her to 

go? What might happen to 

her? Do women usually go 

to the latrine alone after 

dark? 
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Research vs. meeting immediate needs

“No amount of lighting will make a 

poorly designed, badly-maintained 

latrine safe”

“ We want lights at the water points 

because the water trucks come very 

late and it’s so dark there.”

Putting ethical guidelines into practice

• Data minimisation – do you really need to ask all those questions?

• Confidentiality & PRIVACY – be realistic, non-identification inc. photos

• ONGOING RISK MANAGEMENT: expect the unexpected!

• power differentials - acknowledge & reduce, role of ‘voice’

• INFORMED CONSENT – understanding the digital world

• DATA ANALYSIS – whose information do you value, who creates knowledge, who 
defines the narrative, what gets excluded?

• Participation – where possible and ethical

• Do no harm – managing risk including by and to ourselves
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8 Lighting Case 
Studies

Literature 
Review

Three field research reports

www.oxfam.org.uk/lighting


