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Despite sustained scholarly interest in post-conflict states, there has not been a thorough review 
and analysis of associated methodology and the challenges of conducting research in these con-
texts. Addressing this gap, this paper directs attention to the particular effects of these settings on 
access and data quality and their ramifications for the resulting scholarship. It assesses the intrinsic 
challenges of performing fieldwork in these environments, drawing on both relevant social science 
literature and the authors’ experiences of carrying out research in Afghanistan and Timor-Leste. 
The study demonstrates that the post-conflict environment moulds research design and, conse-
quently, influences how questions are answered as well as the questions asked. Moreover, it high-
lights ways to mitigate these issues. This work is of relevance to scholars planning to engage in 
field research and to researchers reflecting upon their work, as well as to policymakers who are 
considering undertaking programmes or commissioning research in post-conflict areas.
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Introduction 
The end of the Cold War in 1991 sparked a steady increase in writing on post-conflict 
states, and, in the past decade, a florescence of micro-level, field-driven work on con-
flict and its effects. Scholars have produced excellent academic studies of post-conflict 
states that draw on intensive fieldwork to investigate issues as diverse as ex-combatant 
reintegration, international peace-building practices, post-conflict economies, and 
transitional justice. Nevertheless, general examinations of what conducting fieldwork 
in these settings involves and how such locales influence research design, and ulti-
mately outputs, remain rare. This paper differs and contributes to this literature in 
three key ways: (i) through its focus on post-conflict environments; (ii) by introduc-
ing a broad framework for identifying the type of challenges encountered in the field; 
and (iii) through its focus on linking these challenges to biases in reporting.
  Attention to conditions in the field, particularly how researchers from outside these 
contexts adjust, is of practical importance to those planning to perform field research. 
Fieldwork challenges are also important for understanding how post-conflict settings 
are studied, which is essential for those critically examining existing literature. This 
paper explores the connection between field conditions, research practices, and knowl-
edge production. It responds specifically, therefore, to the call of Bush and Duggan 
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(2013, p. 6) for the ‘systematic consideration and incorporation of conflict context’ in 
research, and it echoes their acknowledgement that conflict settings, or in this case 
post-conflict settings, are far from ‘business as usual’. Accordingly, this paper asks: 
what are the main constraints posed by conducting field research in post-conflict 
states? What biases do these issues introduce? And how do researchers adjust their 
work to the context? It concludes by looking at strategies for recognising and miti-
gating these effects and for considering the overarching question of how these context-
driven practices influence the type and scope of knowledge researchers produce. 
  To address the lack of a generalised evaluation of fieldwork in post-conflict envi-
ronments, this paper first presents a systematised framework that identifies and describes 
two types of issues commonly encountered in research in post-conflict contexts: 
issues of access and issues of data quality—with the charged political setting as a cross-
cutting theme. Drawing on the experiences of the authors and taking the perspective 
of ‘etic’ field researchers not from the site or community under review, this paper 
approaches access pragmatically. It highlights the effects of research permission struc-
tures, degraded infrastructure and insecurity, as well as the deliberate efforts of those 
hostile to the programme to delimit the researcher’s ability to move freely or, more 
abstractly, to probe certain subjects or networks—this effectively circumscribes the 
‘field’ under review. The issue of data quality is similarly broadly conceived, encom-
passing issues pertaining to the common dearth of quantitative data and records, as 
well as assessing the effects of conflict on the capability and willingness of respond-
ents to participate in research. Here the paper pinpoints the compounding issues of 
traumatisation, distrust, and research fatigue that may be found in post-conflict areas, 
with the latter particularly notable as compared to conflict environments. Such issues 
concerning data quality establish boundaries regarding how subjects can be analysed, 
particularly in the case of quantitative methodologies that, for instance, rely on bureau-
cratic data to construct sampling frameworks. Data quality issues again circumscribe 
the ‘field’. 
  Finally, in addition to emphasising broad access and data quality issues, this paper 
makes a theoretical contribution by appraising how researchers’ experiences can 
significantly shape the scholarship they produce. In other words, post-conflict envi-
ronments have their own political economies of knowledge production. Building 
on the work of Chambers (2006) on international development research, the paper 
identifies drivers of bias, suggesting that post-conflict settings have aggregate effects 
on research outputs. Reflecting on the work of other scholars and the authors’ own 
fieldwork, this paper outlines how access and data quality issues can result in field-
work reliant on geographically limited, elite interviewing, undermining the ben-
efits of such endeavours. Furthermore, as different methods produce different types 
of knowledge, these constraints and biases limit both how questions are answered 
and what questions are presented in the first place. How, given the difficulties of 
carrying out research in post-conflict contexts, can researchers work to ensure the 
literature’s methodological diversity and rich multivocality, and to address the risk 
of misinterpretation?
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Surveying the field 

Existing work on the challenges of research in post-conflict contexts has focused on 
specific methodological approaches and guiding researchers to adapt to these envi-
ronments (Haer and Becher, 2012; Simons and Zanker, 2012). Within the realm of 
Disasters, Barakat and Elliswhich (1996, p. 156) have highlighted the need for more 
conversation on ‘research under fire’. Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and 
international organisations have likewise sought to scrutinise and improve monitor-
ing and evaluation practices in the field.1

  Moving beyond the more practice-oriented methodological literature, other 
authors provide on-the-ground accounts of researchers’ personal fieldwork experi-
ences by exploring how individuals cope with insecurity and stress, as well as ethical 
concerns (Silkin and Hendrie, 1997; Angucia, Zeelen, and de Jong, 2010; Carpenter, 
2012). The challenges of studying post-conflict and other complex environments, 
indeed, have been the spotlight of work in the spheres of anthropology and sociology 
as well (Nordstrom and Robben, 1995; Schmidt and Schröder, 2001; Richards, 
2005). These obstacles, however, have rarely been linked with discussions on how these 
experiences affect the creation of knowledge about the subject as a whole. Finally, 
interest has increased in recent years in the epistemic practices of conflict expertise 
(Kühn, 2016) and in how conflict knowledge shapes interventions (Autessere, 2012). 
In contrast, this paper lays out the constraints and challenges that configure the 
field for researchers and shapes their initial arena of inquiry. As such, it makes a 
novel contribution and begins to connect the concerns of these discrete literatures.

The post-conflict context and sites of inquiry

This paper takes as its area of investigation research in post-conflict contexts. As such, 
it defines post-conflict research environments broadly, building on the distinction of 
Cohen and Arieli (2011, p. 475) between positive and negative peace: ‘An environ-
ment of conflict is not necessarily one of actual war. Rather, it implies a wider range 
of adverse social situations. Similarly, the post-conflict period is characterised by a 
wide range of adverse political and social issues. While a peace agreement may have 
been signed, the legacies of violence are still dominant. We are hesitant, therefore, 
to draw sharp lines, such as at the decade mark, to define post-conflict periods as has 
been necessary in some evaluations (Collier and Hoeffler, 2006). Thus, post-conflict 
refers to the period where the conflict’s settlement is tentative and has yet to be con-
solidated definitively or undermined. 
  The often charged and unstable political climate of post-conflict states is incorpo-
rated as a crosscutting issue in research, with implications for access and data quality. 
For example, even when the conflict has largely abated, struggles over narratives 
about the event and its outcomes remain active. To a greater degree than research in 
non-post-conflict settings, this study suggests that researchers may actively participate 
in the struggle to define the conflict and the post-conflict settlement both domesti-
cally and internationally. The researcher can become embroiled in these contests over 
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the production of authoritative accounts of the conflict, its dynamics, or conse-
quences. Such tensions may be particularly acute for local researchers examining 
their own communities and identity groups. Hence, access and data quality challenges 
encountered by the researcher in the field should not be divorced from their origins 
in the conflict. Similarly, research findings should be understood in relation to other 
major post-conflict narratives about the state of the nation or territory. By defining 
post-conflict contexts as meriting consideration as distinctive sites of work, this paper 
seeks to avoid ‘de-contextualising’ the discussion of research (Silkin and Hendrie, 1997).
  This analysis and the resultant framework are grounded in the authors’ extensive 
experience of field research in Afghanistan and Timor-Leste, between 2009 and 2014, 
as well as in existing scholarship on the impacts of post-conflict and insecure envi-
ronments on research.2 Kate Roll’s research centred on Timorese ex-combatants and 
how the extension benefits programmes affected their relationship with the state—
for examples of research drawing on the field work discussed here, see Roll (2014, 
2018). During nine months of fieldwork, she pursued a mixed-methods approach, 
combining a national, representative randomised survey and qualitative interviews. 
The use of randomised survey sampling methods points up access issues as well as 
the rigidities of quantitative techniques, reflecting some of the challenges identi-
fied by Guba and Lincoln (1994) on competing paradigms and knowledge creation. 
Geoffrey Swenson (2017, 2018a, 2018b) conducted in-depth, process tracing-based 
qualitative research with international and domestic actors engaged with both the 
state and non-state justice sectors in Afghanistan and Timor-Leste. 
  Both Timor-Leste in 2006–14 and Afghanistan in 2009–14 fit within the defini-
tion of Cohen and Arieli (2012). Afghanistan, while continuing to face an active 
insurgency, is still frequently conceptualised as post conflict in the sense that the post-
Taliban state-building project remains very much active and contested. Nevertheless, 
we realise that whether a country is ‘in conflict’ or is ‘post conflict’ cannot always be 
captured in this binary manner. In practice, conflict versus non-conflict often can be 
more accurately conceptualised as a spectrum. Again, while this paper concentrates 
on post-conflict situations, the challenges described here are not necessarily exclu-
sive to such sites. They may overlap with those found in an authoritarian regime 
setting, those linked to conflict settings, and those identified in ‘normal’ settings. 
Frequently these problems are a matter of degree. Still, the cluster of issues discussed 
are found in post-conflict settings and are worth examining, and we believe that this 
label, however imperfect, will help to connect this work on access and quality with 
relevant scholars and practitioners.

Access challenges
The issue of inaccessibility—understood here as geographical areas that the researcher 
is unable or unwilling to enter—is one of the most salient features of research in 
post-conflict states. In addition, permission to speak with key informants or access 
to closed networks, which could be based on group affiliation, conflict experience, 
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and gender, inter alia, also has to be negotiated. For the purposes of this paper, this 
dynamic is considered separately from the quotidian challenges of getting from point 
A to point B safely while taking into account the security of researchers, respondents, 
and research partners. 
  Researchers face access issues well before they reach the field. When designing 
research proposals, academic standards are balanced with university regulations and 
institutional review board (IRB) and insurer requirements, notably established in, 
and largely for, less complex environments. Even when researchers are willing to 
bear a large amount of risk, there are inherent limits, mostly established by IRBs, 
insurers, and relevant legislation. IRBs seek to ‘protect the rights and welfare of sub-
jects’ (Amdur and Bankert, 2010, p. 5). This role is undeniably important, although 
the manner in which it is executed often provokes controversy (Bosk and De Vries, 
2004; Haggerty, 2004). Research is generally subjected to a cost–benefit analysis, 
and IRBs may have a significantly different calculus. The decisions of IRBs almost 
invariably have a (frequently dramatic) impact on the research design, the presenta-
tion of research, and even on whether research can be conducted at all in certain coun-
tries or regions. This dynamic is not exclusive to post-conflict settings, but given the 
inherently greater risks, it is more pronounced and restricts the ability of researchers 
to make their own determinations about the level of danger to internalise.
  The matter of physical inaccessibility, meanwhile, stems from the post-conflict 
context, which commonly is typified by weak state institutions that struggle to pro-
vide security and repair infrastructure damaged during conflict (Brinkerhoff, 2005, 
p. 6); it can also be manufactured by a regime seeking to restrain the movement of 
researchers through bureaucratic controls and surveillance. Bridges, roads, and other 
essential transport mechanisms are often damaged by conflict, subject to unexpected 
closures, or poorly maintained. Civilian and dual-use infrastructure, including com-
munications, electricity grids, and transportation, has increasingly become the target 
of bombing campaigns by the United States in conflict zones such as Afghanistan, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Serbia (Thomas, 2006). Widely understood, but rarely 
acknowledged, poor infrastructure increases the time, difficultly, and cost of carry-
ing out academic research. Other issues that can compound these access concerns 
include a lack of public infrastructure and the collapse of the private sector, creating 
logistical issues for the researcher, which make accessing those affected by conflict or 
the subject of a research sample even more difficult. 
  Crucially, scholars shape their research designs to address these constraints. Other 
researchers ultimately decide to focus on areas with better infrastructure, avoiding 
more isolated or remote regions, and forgo sampling methodologies that could neces-
sitate travel to specific areas. Barakat and Ellis (1996, pp. 149–150) note that research 
in conflict ‘negate[s] the use of highly structured methods’. Supporting this finding 
in post-conflict settings, Roll found that poor transportation infrastructure was the 
main challenge to conducting a survey of former combatants in nine randomly 
selected sub-districts of Timor-Leste. Rural communities in this Southeast Asian 
nation are highly dispersed and infrastructure remains poor, reflecting the systematic 
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destruction of roughly 70 per cent of the territory’s infrastructure following the 
referendum on 30 August 1999. In one instance, a community that was probably 
home to numerous selected former resistance members was cut off owing to flood-
ing. Unwilling to leave her motorbike and make the journey on foot, this area was 
deemed ‘inaccessible’, resulting in the forfeiting of access to these respondents and 
damaging her sample. In a more extreme example of the trade-offs between logis-
tical issues, security concerns, and the use of structured methods, Lyall, Blair, and 
Imai (2013) underline the risks to enumerators in their 2013 survey on popular 
opinion in Afghanistan, during which one enumerator was injured. The inflexibil-
ity of such methods, whereby locations are preselected at random, makes it much 
more difficult for researchers to be flexible and responsive to changing conditions 
and circumstances. 
  Insecurity poses serious challenges for the design and execution of field studies 
more broadly. As with issues relating to transportation infrastructure, these chal-
lenges push researchers to work in more secure and accessible areas, a form of 
sampling bias. In a post-conflict context, this may involve issues ranging from high 
levels of crime, to concerns about sexual assault, to the risks posed by improvised 
explosive devices and roadblocks. In such situations, researchers have the ethical obli-
gation to mitigate physical and psychological risks not only to themselves but also to 
their subjects and local research partners, including through careful site selection, taking 
protection of confidentiality seriously, and choosing secure venues. Nevertheless, 
meeting this standard entails costs and requires trade-offs. The more intensive are 
the security precautions, unsurprisingly, the less flexible and more conspicuous is 
the researcher. Visiting researchers may choose to travel in a convoy or be accom-
panied by guards or local research partners. Yet, these precautions can make other 
subjects, particularly victims, less comfortable and heighten concerns about confi-
dentiality (Gill, 2004). 
  Female researchers, in particular, may confront problems pertaining to discrim-
ination and safety, which are augmented in areas of insecurity and when working 
within often male-dominated conflict hierarchies. In particular, gender plays a com-
plicated role in gaining access. Roll gained significant support from a high-ranking 
former resistance leader and official in part by agreeing to social engagements, in one 
case evening drinks at a beach restaurant—something relatively standard and innocu-
ous for a male researcher. However, this simple engagement raised concern about 
the expectation of intimacy and, if rebuffed, violence. The act of providing female 
company at the restaurant required recognition of the informant’s status and mascu-
line dominance. While authors such as Gurney (1991, p. 379) describe how percep-
tions of women as ‘warmer’ improved their ability to gain access to some subjects, the 
vulnerability that comes from these feminine tropes must also be discussed (Huggins 
and Glebbeek, 2009; Rogers-Brown, 2015).
  In Afghanistan, security was the most serious barrier to accessing respondents, 
namely those involved in the reconstruction of the justice sector. Security affected 
not only Swenson’s ability to travel, but also his selection of research sites and ability 
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to meet respondents. These concerns about security risks were well-founded: two 
significant suicide bombings occurred in Kabul during a research visit in February 
2014. The hotel where Swenson stayed on a previous trip was later attacked. Indeed, 
the ‘safe’ guesthouses and hotels frequently become insurgent targets owing to the 
high concentration of foreigners in them. Pervasive physical insecurity affected his 
research in various ways. Interview subjects were understandably reluctant to take 
risks to facilitate academic research. For instance, they were more hesitant to get 
together for interviews, the places and times deemed safe for meetings were limited, 
and transport to the interview site involved dangers for both the researcher and the 
respondent. Even in clearly post-conflict contexts, participation in research can put 
respondents at risk (Helbardt, Hellmann-Rajanayagam, and Korff, 2010).
  Swenson incorporated numerous context-driven steps in his research design and 
sampling methodology to mitigate risk and to access respondents. Reflecting the 
work of Tansey (2007) on process tracing and elite interviewing, he chose to use 
purposive chain referral sampling and to draw on pre-existing relationships rather 
than employ probabilistic sampling. The benefits of this type of sampling have been 
highlighted by other authors working in insecure environments. As Feenan (2002) 
argues, referred individuals are less likely to put the researcher at risk since he/she 
has already been vouched for by a mutual acquaintance. Reinforcing this finding, 
Swenson enjoyed considerable access to international and local NGOs and judicial 
actors due to overlapping social networks. Dependence on these sampling techniques 
does raise some concern. Certain associations may foster perceptions of partisanship 
and snowball or chain referral sampling methods increase the risk of the researchers 
failing to gather information from outside of a cohesive network, which often is 
interested in seeking to make its account of the conflict and its aftermath the authori-
tative one. Here, a researcher could easily find himself or herself with a decidedly 
lopsided sample, despite a commitment to a balanced approach.
  Another way that security issues affected research design and sampling was the 
severe movement restrictions placed on potential respondents in Kabul. Consistently 
more accessible were those who worked for organisations with laxer rules regard-
ing their movements. Owing to strict protocols, officials with embassies and inter-
national organisations were particularly limited in their mobility. Expatriate staff 
members were unable to leave their compounds for any non-essential official business. 
As a result, a key cohort of Kabul-based elites who were more accessible and who 
were able to identify and explain the activities and strategies implemented, became 
the focus of the research project. Interviews in the capital ably illuminated how 
judicial state-building efforts were designed, what they sought to achieve, and how 
Kabul-based domestic and international actors worked. In this manner, the research 
design and research questions were moulded by an awareness of who could or could 
not be accessed because of security concerns. 
  Barriers to movement may have explicitly political origins and purposes. Some 
states, especially authoritarian or semi-authoritarian ones, may have few qualms 
about intimidating researchers and research participants (Altbach, 2001; Clark, 2006). 
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Officials hostile to research may seek to control and monitor researchers via demands 
for documentation and identity papers—bureaucratic technologies key to the state’s 
regulation of movement—or by requiring researchers to seek approval for movement 
to certain areas (Torpey, 1998). Roll was required to make time-consuming trips 
to district centres to meet with administrators as well as being tracked by the ex-
combatants she was studying. At one point she was made to pull into the side of the 
road and was questioned extensively about her work, a show of force and a demon-
stration of the vitality of the resistance movement’s intelligence networks, a decade 
after the cessation of conflict. The former fighter was concerned that she was operat-
ing in his commander’s region without his consent; she had previously sought him 
out. The misunderstanding resolved, she was allowed to continue.
  In Afghanistan, all foreigners were obliged to carry a Ministry of Interior-issued 
‘Foreijner,s (sic) Registration Card’, issued on arrival, and requiring two passport 
photographs and a valid passport and visa. If the person entering the country does 
not have the photographs, they have to get them and take them to the Ministry of 
Interior to obtain the card. Moreover, enforcement is decidedly arbitrary. When 
Swenson was in Kabul in May 2009 and lost the card, his departure was almost 
denied. When leaving Kabul in February 2014, the card was not even collected. 
Visitors can also be subject to harassment or a fine if they do not have their identity 
card. Researchers may find themselves subject to bribes or to demands for other 
forms of remuneration in exchange for access or assistance. Authoritarian tendencies 
by the state and the culture of repression may dissuade many from participating and 
generally hinder research.
  Finally, while security risks and physical barriers, such as the loss of a bridge, are 
paradigmatic examples of access issues, access problems frequently are compounded 
by limited public- and private-sector development. Perhaps obvious, but it is worth 
noting that in the field, researchers cannot assume that they will be able to find 
potable water, reliable power, secure accommodation, dependable transportation, 
telephone credit, or easy access to food outside of less-afflicted or -isolated areas. 
Simple tasks such as purchasing food, finding safe accommodation, refuelling a motor-
bike, and making photocopies of survey forms necessitate planning. The economic 
distortion caused by a significant international presence in post-conflict states can 
render certain services, such as car rentals and translation, prohibitively expensive 
and force researchers to spend heavily on basic necessities such as accommodation 
and food, even within the context of great poverty (Chesterman, 2004, pp. 200-202). 
  This sectorial weakness permeates scholarly inquiry in subtle but important ways. 
Extended travel becomes more difficult, which increases the visiting researcher’s 
dependence on the organisation or people with which he/she has engaged to assist 
or collaborate on the research. Researchers may have to assume increased risk. In 
Timor-Leste, for instance, no institutionalised banking services existed outside of the 
capital, Dili, and the country’s second largest city, Baucau. Consequently, research-
ers needed to carry large amounts of cash, augmenting security concerns. Where 
accommodation is unavailable, researchers may choose to rely on local residents or 
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religious establishments, introducing uncertainty and increasing stress; Roll stayed 
with nuns and priests throughout the countryside, owing to the lack of hotels. 
Technological changes, such as mobile banking, the use of tablet computers rather 
than printed survey forms, and the rapid extension of mobile networks and smart-
phone use, even in areas ravaged by conflict, have the potential to begin addressing 
such issues and improving coordination. 

Access biases and the capital city trap

The problems with security and infrastructure, for example, are clear, but how do 
they affect research design and practice? More critically, how do they shape findings 
on post-conflict environments? In examining access, we discovered that these issues 
significantly shaped our research in Afghanistan and Timor-Leste; this was not 
‘business as usual’. In Timor-Leste, access issues created challenges for quantitative 
sampling. In Afghanistan, known security problems firstly shaped Swenson’s research 
question and design, focusing his work on those in Kabul and leading to the use of 
chain referral sampling, and secondly further affected his access to those in the city. 
While quite diverse, these examples demonstrate how access issues exert pressure 
on the choice of research design, allowing the researcher to remain in relatively well-
serviced and more secure population centres. Chambers (2006) describes this in the 
development literature as a ‘capital city trap’; research in Afghanistan further under-
scores his observation that ‘where there is a security problem, the hold of the capital 
city is even more severe’ (Chambers, 2006, p. 10). 
  This matter is particularly acute in survey research. Even in probabilistic surveys, 
results may underrepresent highly isolated, rural populations, such as those in Roll’s 
sample cut off from the larger towns during the rainy season. Of concern, this bias 
mirrors that of government teams from the capital who were disinclined to engage 
with populations beyond the reach of their 4×4 vehicles, reproducing the very bias 
under examination. What is more, the difficulty of accessing respondents made 
attaining a robust sample size difficult, reducing the utility and representativeness 
of the sample. This raises the basic question of in what circumstances are such 
quantitative methods simply inappropriate, at least in the absence of considerable 
institutional support. Problems with access in post-conflict environments create sig-
nificant roadblocks, literal and figurative, to robust survey research. Sticking to the 
capital or struggling to achieve necessary sample sizes rules out large-n, geograph-
ically diverse sampling, which is vital for making broad-based, representative claims 
about populations. 
  Just as insecurity and transportation issues introduce sampling bias in quantitative 
research, Swenson’s experience in Afghanistan underscores how these constraints 
can similarly shape research design, denying much room for hearing the voices of 
ordinary Afghans. How they experienced those activities thus fell outside of the 
scope of the research question. Claims about activities beyond the capital were dif-
ficult to verify. This experience reflects work by Kalyvas (2004, p. 166), who found 
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that ‘urban bias’ promotes a ‘general tendency to interpret phenomena a-contextually 
and in an exclusively top-down manner’. When access is limited, particularly to non-
elite and rural or geographically distant informants, research designed to answer a 
compelling question risks becoming another voice in the echo chamber.
  Many researchers tackle access issues by partnering with an established organisa-
tion. In cases where independent travel is prohibitively difficult because of poor 
physical infrastructure or insecurity, field researchers may work with NGOs, mili-
tary organisations, development agencies, the United Nations, or even private-sector 
partners. Such entities maintain an established, on-the-ground presence in states such 
as Afghanistan and offer access to the vehicles needed to navigate degraded infra-
structure. Such associations entail trade-offs (van der Haar, Heijmans, and Hilhorst, 
2013), and may risk the researcher being seen as an extension of that body rather 
than independent. Further complicating such partnerships is the fact that NGOs 
often are invested in research outcomes and can be upset by assessments with which 
they do not agree. NGOs may also pursue advocacy research that serves their own 
ends and does not meet academic standards of impartiality and rigour (Black, 2003).3 
  At the same time, grey literature is making an important contribution. As described 
by Siliken and Hendrie (1997), the needs of NGOs for data may also drive and support 
innovative and rigorous research partnerships. NGO literature is helping policy-
makers, practitioners, and scholars alike to understand large-scale macro-level phe-
nomena through ongoing series of reports on topics such as trends in global violence 
(Human Security Research Group, 2013) and human development (United Nations 
Development Programme, 2016). Furthermore, it is important to note that these 
are risks and not certainties. Even in very challenging circumstances, the work of 
international and local NGOs may be, and regularly is, of extremely high quality 
and addresses some crucial access issues by being able to capitalise on a long-term 
domestic presence and extensive local knowledge and contacts. For instance, the Asia 
Foundation has produced a methodologically rigorous national opinion survey annu-
ally since 2004, which has immense value for understanding contemporary Afghan 
society. The 2016 survey, for instance, ‘polled 12,658 Afghan respondents, 52.7 per 
cent of whom were male and 47.4 per cent of whom were female,4 representing 
16 ethnic groups from all 34 provinces in the country, including highly insecure 
areas (Asia Foundation, 2016, p. 5). In Timor-Leste, the Judicial System Monitor-
ing Programme (2017) is an essential source of data and analysis on the state justice 
system nationwide. 
  Just as the capital city trap matters in development research, this bias also needs to 
be understood in post-conflict research. At the extreme, insecurity results in blind 
spots or known omissions when certain research areas are too dangerous to access 
in a manner consistent with social scientific research norms (Vlassenroot, 2006). 
While sensible and justified, the exclusion of particularly dangerous research sites 
affects the results and the knowledge gleaned. Certain people, particularly those 
isolated by conflict and those less prominent, powerful, or mainstream, will tend 
to be omitted. As other researchers make similar decisions, the marginality of such 
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communities is reinforced and the voices of those who are better served—and 
studied—are amplified. The research that has been left undone must also be consid-
ered; decisions to avoid unsafe areas or topics that require access to former conflict 
actors come at the cost of more fully comprehending dynamics.

Challenges to data quality
Accessing individual respondents may be particularly difficult in post-conflict set-
tings, yet a less acknowledged issue is that these environments also affect the quality 
of extant written records or government data and of the information that respond-
ents offer. The effects on the quality of the data gathered in these locales is to be 
found in three main legacies of conflict: 

•	 degraded information infrastructure; 
•	 traumatisation and distrust; and 
•	 low human capital. 

  It can be difficult, as Roll experienced, finally to locate a respondent, only to find 
him or her uncomfortable with the survey interview, or to gain access to records, 
only to discover that they are riddled with errors or omissions. Empathy is impor-
tant here, as is an appreciation of the contextual reasons and the politics of why data 
quality is low. Ultimately, rethinking ‘data quality’ and working with the informa-
tion provided may point to one way of resolving these problems. 
  The first key issue concerning data quality is that a post-conflict state’s ‘informa-
tion infrastructure’ may be degraded and characterised by systemic weakness. As 
Menkhaus (2004, p. 6) summarises: ‘[t]he poorer and more disrupted the society, the 
less likely reliable data will be available’. Simons and Zanker (2012, p. 17) emphasise, 
meanwhile, that there exists a ‘pronounced lack of state-sponsored statistical data for 
regions outside the industrialized world’. In Afghanistan, extensive internal conflict 
and the Taliban regime’s hostility to non-religious-based legal order devastated the 
country’s legal and broader informational infrastructure. In other cases, regimes may 
falsify data on sensitive subjects, increasing the unreliability of state statistics (Simons 
and Zanker, 2012, p. 16). Often, furthermore, records are simply lacking, incomplete, 
or poorly organised, impacting on researchers. Without police data, for instance, it 
becomes difficult to analyse crime patterns; without census information, it is hard 
to understand demographic shifts or to compare subpopulations with the general 
population. For researchers hoping to use probability sampling, the absence of com-
plete records to serve as sampling frameworks results in the lengthy and difficult 
process of constructing a framework or the use of ‘second-best’, non-probability 
sampling methods (Bøås and Hatløy, 2008, p. 35; Haer and Becher, 2012, p. 4). 
Even when data are available, the quality may be poor. Such problems are increas-
ingly acknowledged by researchers who use large datasets that seek to capture micro-
level conflict dynamics (Eck, 2012); they persist following a cessation of conflict. 
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  Records are deeply political and may be deliberately destroyed in conflict, as 
occurred in Timor-Leste, during the Indonesian withdrawal in October 1999 (The 
World Bank, 2009, p. 3). This pattern was repeated during the East Timorese crisis 
in 2006, with the Ministry of Finance’s customs building targeted and burnt, allegedly 
with the purpose of destroying records (International Organization for Migration, 
2012, p. 18). Even if records are not destroyed systematically, data quality and control 
issues arise. The registry of Timor-Leste’s Veterans’ Pension Scheme, which formed 
the basis of Roll’s sampling framework, was woefully out of date; approximately 10 
per cent of the individuals in the sampling frame were deceased. Ironically, however, 
this very same matter of poor data management facilitated access to the government’s 
registry of registered former resistance members, critical for the study. Roll received 
the entire dataset on a USB (universal serial bus) drive from a database technician; 
protocols for acquiring such extensive, non-anonymous data would have been in 
place in contexts with more developed data protection. In this instance, poor data 
management facilitated academic access (while also raising ethical and data protection 
issues) and highlighted data quality issues. This dynamic exemplifies how matters of 
access and quality are not only intertwined, but also are not always clear-cut in their 
research implications.5 
  The second key issue with data quality, in this case with regard to information 
from interview or survey subjects, stems from distrust and trauma. Unsurprisingly, 
traumatisation has been documented in the psychological literature across a broad 
range of conflict settings, although its consequences still remain subject to debate 
(Pupavac, 2004; Robins, 2012). Conducting field research in post-conflict environ-
ments frequently necessitates engagement with people who may have experienced 
and witnessed suffering, some of whom may also have partaken in violence. Such 
post-conflict trauma manifests as a ‘variety of intrusive, avoidance, and hyperarousal 
symptoms and often [is] accompanied by heightened anxiety, depression, and hos-
tility’ (Pozhidaev and Andzhelich, 2005, p. 37). For researchers, concerns arise about 
the ability of traumatised subjects to recount their experiences reliably. These people 
may have difficulties recalling or discussing these topics, bolstering problems per-
taining to item non-response (or insubstantial responses) and refusal to be interviewed. 
Working in such environments presents concerns about whether or not the infor-
mation collected is accurate and complete, as well as broader ethical considerations 
regarding engagement with these subjects.
  Respondents in post-conflict settings may be hesitant to answer questions and to 
interact with researchers. As Haer and Becher (2012, p. 9) note, such ‘non-response 
may be a coping strategy’. Löfving (2005, p. 89), too, sees ‘lying, misinformation and 
direct silence’ as essential to the ‘communicative tool kit of people in politically 
unstable circumstances’. In circumstances where refusals, deflections, or silences may 
be protective, efforts to probe or penetrate these defences are ethically dubious. 
Interviewing traumatised persons also raises concerns about re-traumatisation, by 
which the act of recounting distressing histories endangers the respondent, causing 
him or her to ‘relive’ the episode (Bell, 2001). This risk calls to mind Anderson’s 
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(1999) call to ‘do no harm’ in humanitarian, development, and research practice, 
underscoring the ethical imperative for research not to abuse participants. The spectre 
of re-traumatisation has the effect of discouraging work on particularly sensitive sub-
jects. Jessee (2011, p. 288), for instance, states that her research process was ‘impeded 
at every step by [a] desire to minimize harm for my informants’. This same concern 
led Roll to avoid putting extensive life-history questions to Timorese former resist-
ance members, despite their research value, choosing instead to focus on the post-
conflict period. 
  In post-conflict contexts, subjects may be particularly unwilling to trust foreign 
researchers, compromising data quality and influencing whether respondents par-
ticipate at all (Groger, Mayberry, and Straker, 1999). This is a reasonable position. 
Many post-conflict states emerged from colonial and neo-colonial interventions, which 
drew power from the ‘study’ of subjects and the management of data (Appadurai, 
1993).6 Subjects may distrust researchers’ ability to protect their anonymity, par-
ticularly if recordings or notes are being made (Gokah, 2006, p. 68). Feenan (2002, 
p. 155) describes how his efforts to be transparent and to share information with his 
paramilitary subjects in Northern Ireland had the potential of backfiring, leading to 
apprehension that he would not be able to maintain confidentiality. Negative trig-
gers can be difficult to predict: one respondent in Timor-Leste was distressed by 
the use of a red pen, pointing out that Indonesian officials had used them in certain 
records. Others are more obvious: associations with one conflict party may reduce 
the willingness of respondents to participate. As Cohen and Arieli (2011, p. 420) 
reflect, their experience as Israeli-Jewish researchers ‘amplified the need for a basis 
of trust in accessing the Palestinian and Jordanian research population and enlisting 
its cooperation’. Goodhand (2000, p. 12) underlines that such research ‘occurs within 
an intensely political environment and is unlikely to be viewed by local actors as 
neutral or altruistic’. The appearance of partisanship is consequential, easy to acquire, 
and difficult to shake in post-conflict environments.7
  Elite actors may have other reasons for deciding not to participate or to offer incom-
plete information. They tend to be interested in the ‘official’ knowledge that the 
researcher produces; research consistent with their views and the imprimatur of a 
foreign university can be used as a potential source of legitimacy for their position 
both domestically and internationally. International NGOs are by no means immune 
to this dynamic as they seek to create their own narratives, and researchers of all 
backgrounds should be attuned to these issues. NGOs in post-conflict settings, like 
NGOs more generally, face pressure to secure donor funds (Cooley and Ron, 2002). 
Consequently, they are incentivised to try to shape the dominant narratives in the 
areas in which they work to ones that are favourable to their issue areas, strategic 
approach, and programming (Cohen and Green, 2012). When conducting elite inter-
views with international and domestic actors working on state-building issues, 
Swenson found that they were almost always quick to acknowledge flaws within the 
state-building process, but equally swift in distancing their own work and approach 
from the larger problems. NGOs often have strong reasons to downplay problems 
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and to magnify successes as ‘they must justify their existence to donors, secure new 
contracts, and fend off competitors’ (Cooley and Ron, 2002, pp. 37–38). These 
concerns proved well founded as some practitioners responded very negatively to 
published criticism of their programme (Bartz, Momand, and Swenson, 2018). 
Researchers need to recognise this dynamic in their dealings with these entities. 
  The third driver of poor data quality in post-conflict settings is low levels of 
human capital or education, increasing the challenge of eliciting robust responses 
from research subjects. A major social legacy of conflict may be the destruction or 
suspension of institutions that provide education and training—on the devastating 
impact of the Afghanistan conflict on legal education, for example, see Swenson 
and Sugerman (2011). In addition, data quality issues also arise in relation to survey 
responses, probably reflecting a combination of extremely low education levels as 
well as distrust and trauma. In Roll’s experience, subjects in Timor-Leste at times 
had difficulties recalling or discussing their experiences, fortifying problems with 
item non-response and affecting overall data quality. This reticence in part reflects 
unfamiliarity with survey instruments and low educational levels. Forty-six per 
cent of respondents were illiterate and 33 per cent had received no schooling; these 
high rates reflect the deprivation and disruption that marked former fighters’ lives 
during the conflict. Even though surveys were researcher-administered, which can 
address some matters pertaining to literacy, comprehension, and in some instances 
survey fatigue, these aspects required the dramatic simplification of survey items—
at the cost of sophistication, abstraction, and some types of comparative analysis. Yet, 
the researcher must also remain vigilant to ensure that survey questions are not unclear 
or even culturally unintelligible by reflecting a set of assumptions disconnected from 
respondents’ lived reality. 

Data quality and study bias

Data availability and quality issues need to be taken into account when designing 
field research in post-conflict settings, as well as when thinking critically about the 
position of both respondents and the researcher in the post-conflict political envi-
ronment. Low education levels and a lack of national data necessarily affect the 
research design and the choice of methodology. Similarly, as discussed above, a paucity 
of public records and government data can cause problems for comparative analysis 
or introduce dataset biases into large-n comparative studies. Just as data quality issues 
can affect quantitative research, economic and socio-political factors that typify 
the post-conflict context can increase the stakes for participants. Researchers must 
remain aware of the risk that their work poses to participants and ensure, as always, 
that consent is fully informed (Romano, 2006). However, the motivations of par-
ticipants also need to be understood: individuals who opt to participate may be non-
representative in their willingness to take above-average risks to have their voices 
heard in these repressive circumstances. Alternatively, participants may tend to be more 
favourable to the government as they have less reason to be fearful. 
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  Taken collectively, these data quality issues incentivise certain methodological 
choices and ‘fixes’, which may introduce certain biases into research conducted in 
post-conflict environments. Researchers are faced with the choice of whether or 
not to gather and use ‘bad data’ (such as incomplete datasets or testimonies rife with 
non-response bias) or to concentrate on narrower but more robust sources, often 
elite informants. Problems concerning trust and low human capital, as described 
above, increase researchers’ reliance on elite respondents who are willing to take part 
in research and to provide ‘good’ or usable data more readily. This is not surprising 
as elite subjects are more easily identifiable and relatively accessible, frequently have 
a greater stake in the research and thus are more likely to participate, are more likely 
to understand the type of data researchers look to acquire, and speak in a language 
that the researcher understands (or conversely be more comfortable working with a 
translator). As with access issues, the risk is the perpetuation of ‘top-down’ under-
standings of conflict. These problems can be addressed, but doing so regularly requires 
modification of the scope or focus of the research.
  One way forward is to engage constructively with ‘bad data’. For instance, find-
ing victims’ narratives replete with historical inaccuracies during her fieldwork in 
Rwanda, Fujii (2010) examines how these accounts remain useful and the impor-
tance of metadata—rumour, denials, and silences—in yielding insights. She notes 
that these ambiguities and the application of ‘bad data’ have yet to be fully explored 
in the political science literature (Fujii, 2010, p. 239). Working with respondents 
who have suffered trauma, are distrustful, or are unfamiliar with research practice 
necessitates additional time, effort, and resources, as well as a willingness to listen to 
and recognise the value of unconventional narratives. Engaging with these ‘flawed’ 
accounts is a counterpoint to dominant, elite narratives, but also introduces diffi-
culties regarding evaluating competing claims and incorporating radically different 
types of information. This is made all the more difficult by the fact that engaging 
in triangulation, process tracing, and other techniques designed to produce the most 
reliable narratives are more difficult to undertake, and, in the context of working 
with metadata, for example, may not be appropriate. Here, elite bias in research on 
post-conflict states is not only about data quality, but also about the system of epis-
temology that determines what information is useful.

Discussion
By systematically highlighting the challenges to access and data quality in post-
conflict states, this paper is not seeking to discourage research in those settings, but 
rather to improve it. The creation of a framework to explore the effects of post-
conflict environments on research methods is intended to help researchers of all 
types preparing for fieldwork in communities that are not their own to consider the 
ways in which these places are distinct. In other words, Afghanistan is not Austria. 
Methods that are considered standard best practice for social science scholarship in 
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relatively stable, developed countries will be more difficult, expensive, and time-
consuming in post-conflict nations. The classic trade-off among time, resources, and 
quality becomes amplified. Below are some possible ways forward.
  A first step is to look for ways to work against the constraints that the field intro-
duces, most notably elite and capital city biases. Chambers (2006) offers techniques 
for addressing these issues across a wide range of research locales. These may involve 
entering into partnerships with NGOs, governments, or other organisations to 
enhance mobility, examining different sampling techniques that increase hetero-
geneity, or simply allotting more time to field research to deepen relationships and 
to gain a better understanding of the post-conflict context. Addressing these issues 
thus entails a greater commitment by scholars, academic departments, and funding 
bodies to according the necessary time and additional resources for research to be 
carried out in these complex areas.
  A practical way to tackle some of these issues is for academic researchers to learn 
from how NGOs operate in the field, namely as teams. This dynamic can aid the 
incorporation of diverse perspectives and potentially mitigate the risk that the 
researcher becomes an unduly biased participant in domestic and international con-
tests over the production of authoritative accounts of the conflict and its aftermath. 
Team-based research can help to address elite or exclusionary power relations that 
are reproduced through the separation of ‘outsider’ and ‘local’ knowledge. A prin-
cipal advantage of this approach is the expansion of the boundaries of the field, both 
by reducing the insecurity and stress experienced by lone researchers and by improving 
access and data quality through greater demographic, linguistic, and gender balance 
in the team. 
  Yet, these methodological and logistical fixes are, as this paper has underscored, 
difficult to apply with good reason. They stem directly from the constraints of the 
field. As such, a more radical, step towards bettering research practice in post-
conflict settings is to recognise that they are unique and to foreground how the 
environments have shaped research design and practice, as well as how data have 
been generated. The effort to catalogue issues of access and data quality is driven 
by the need to enhance understanding of the ‘known unknowns’ of research. Such 
work is part of a larger project to develop an epistemology of fieldwork in post-
conflict environments, with deeper consideration of what constitutes ‘good’ research 
in terms of methodology and evidence in these complex settings. This depends on 
comprehending how the research contexts influence how one approaches data and 
data collection. 
  The need for flexibility and improvisation has been at the heart of much advice on 
research in conflict zones, and this points to a quite different approach to research 
than is generally taught on research design courses or disciplined through the use 
of research and ethics approval processes. More highly structured methodologies, 
such as case quantitative surveys, pose particular problems in these environments, 
raising the fundamental question of how to introduce flexibility into methodologies 
that only gain validity through precise application. There is ample scope for applying 
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the lessons of participant-driven research to quantitative survey research. This approach 
might improve data quality by making prominent the needs of the respondent and 
the context in which the respondent is residing. This question thus remains open 
and a potential subject for further research. 
  Finally, one sees expansion of the space in which researchers can operate and 
experimentation with remote techniques. For instance, the use of mobile technology 
for surveys and remuneration could redefine who is accessible and who is inaccessible 
following a conflict. However, remote access invariably produces different insights 
than actually being present. Technologies will continue to transform fieldwork and 
data collection—tablet devices are replacing paper surveys, and mobile telephones 
have widely replaced radios; work needs to continue on the drivers of this change 
and the effects. 

Conclusion
Post-conflict transitions and settings are a diverse yet distinct subject of study, which 
constitute a vital area of inquiry. While this work on access and data quality has 
been drawn from the authors’ experiences as academic researchers, these issues are 
also highly relevant to practitioners as creators and consumers of research. Research 
on post-conflict life, institutions, and politics is of immense importance to those 
states affected by conflict and broader efforts to promote international security and 
development, as well as to policymakers and practitioners seeking to learn lessons 
from past experiences (Stone, 1989). Academic and NGO researchers influence how 
the post-conflict order is understood and ultimately how it is conceptualised by 
policymakers. Studying post-conflict environments is innately challenging and those 
difficulties have important consequences for how research is designed and performed: 
the post-conflict environment affects how one studies and thus understands post-
conflict states. 
  This conclusion that the research context affects the practice of research, includ-
ing its design and execution, appears straightforward. However, if one extends this 
to the subject of knowledge production, the conclusion is of additional importance. 
This work has set forth to identify and describe the core challenges to data access 
and quality during fieldwork in post-conflict contexts and begun to link them to the 
modifications that researchers make, and which ultimately are reflected in the research 
that they produce. Exploring these challenges suggests that this situation benefits 
from transparency of the research’s limitations, which includes not only disclosing 
with whom the researcher talked, but also with whom he/she choose not to speak, 
or were not able to interview and why. Interrogation of the challenges posed by the 
field may not resolve these issues, but it may help to establish the ‘known unknowns’.
  The idea that methodology can exist independent of context is one of the common 
fallacies of the research methods courses that are taught across universities. In con-
texts that differ so greatly from those in which methods were developed, such as 
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social science household surveying, there needs to be a new way of thinking about 
what good research means. Research in post-conflict environments is not ‘business 
as usual’. Substantive access and data quality issues are intrinsic to research in post-
conflict settings, and, as such, they are woven into the fabric of all research that is 
conducted in such complex spaces. This paper should be seen as a continuation of a 
broader conversation on how researchers should think about research design, practice, 
and bias when conducting fieldwork in dynamic and sometimes hostile environments.
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Endnotes
1	 The work of Menkhaus (2004) for Interpeace, an international peace-building NGO, on tools for 

measuring post-conflict impacts is but one example.
2	 While this study draws most heavily on academic work conducted by the authors, both also have 

experience as researchers within NGOs, and this framework is broadly applicable to a non-academic 
research audience.

3	 This may also apply to governmental partnerships, as highlighted by Mosse (2006).
4	 That the total does not add up to 100.0 per cent most probably is because of rounding.
5	 Thanks to one of the anonymous peer reviewer for pointing out this interesting dynamic.
6	 Romano (2006) highlighted issues with anti-Western sentiment while conducting research in the 

Middle East. Researchers may find it difficult to distinguish their own work and political orienta-
tion from that of their home country or institution.

7	 Non-participation and misrepresentation pose challenges, but the manner in which they occur 
may provide a useful type of metadata in and of itself.
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