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Do No Harm

Consideration of some of the issues and 
barriers facing researchers working 

within a disaster context



Do No Harm
Sphere Guidelines – Humanitarian 
Charter and Minimum Standards

Established for effective 
humanitarian response. 

Underpinned by the principal of 

Do No Harm



4 ethical research challenges

Research with

• Children and adults during Kosova crisis

• Street Children in Russia

• Older people in Darfur

• Jewish Holocaust  Survivors



Kosova Crisis  
March – June 1999



Challenges included;
pressure from employer to provide 
newsworthy stories
More distressing = more donor input



Children as family voice 



Street Children in Russia

In Depth Analysis of the Situation 

of Working Street Children 

in the Leningrad Region 2001

International programme on the 

elimination of child labour

ILO/IPEC working paper



Ethics?

• “A group of qualified interviewers was selected 
and specially trained for working with street 
children. “

• “Interviewing work was difficult and to facilitate 
establishing contact with children and win their 
trust, interviewers gave them gifts and food “

• (p 16)



Street Children and prostitution.....

“A different technique was used to make contact with the 

children involved in prostitution. 

Specially trained  male interviewers, disguised as clients, drove 

to specific locations in expensive cars and picked up underage 

girls involved in prostitution”



“The interviewer then drove away from 
the site and suggested that the girl be 

interviewed on the conditions that that 
her time be paid and anonymity 

guaranteed. Those girls who agreed to 
be interviewed (refusals were rare) 

answered questions following a specially 
prepared questionnaire. ”(p17)



UNHCR research – Western Darfur



Tasks

Looking at indigenous coping 
mechanisms in relation to traumatised 

communities.

Consideration of levels of stress amongst 
aid workers



Issues around expectations of 
research participants



Jewish Holocaust Survivors
and Refugees



Ongoing issues re research and
telling their stories 

• Annual request for 
survivor testimonies

• Often dealt with 
insensitively

• Edits made missing 
out essential info



Final thoughts?

Confidentiality. Once you have people’s agreement to    
participate in the research  do you have to feed back to them?

Positionality recognition of your position in  relation to the 
group/individuals you have involved in  your research. Power 
dynamics/Expectations

Offering bribes/incentives when getting people to participate in 
research

If you are taking photographs and want people to be natural 
you do not need to ask for permission.



Ethics
‘The study of principles relating 

to right and wrong conduct’

How sure can we  really be that our 
interventions are ethically sound and 

that ‘No Harm’ has been done?



Thank you


