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Abstract 

Divided societies like Northern Ireland present methodological challenges for 
researchers due to the roles that mutually-opposing group identities play in shaping 
social interactions. These challenges, which are heightened for local researchers due 
to their status as insiders to the conflict, can be overcome to some degree through 
the careful development of methodological strategies based on a reflexive approach. 
This article presents the case of a qualitative interviewing project undertaken by a 
local researcher that involved different identity groups in post-violence Northern 
Ireland. It examines the methodological challenges encountered because of the 
identitied and emotional nature of the research, and it shares successful strategies 
both for building rapport with a wide variety of participants and for eliciting 
responses during the discussion of sensitive topics. A reflexive approach is shown as 
important in enabling local researchers in divided societies to conduct rigorous and 
trustworthy research. 
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Introduction 

Qualitative field research can be a valuable source of rich, contextualised information about 
societies affected by protracted violent conflict,1 but such work does present significant 
methodological difficulties.2 These challenges can be heightened for local researchers who 
will find themselves in the role of insider and outsider at different times; they will require 
strategies for both roles, as well as a means to address the tension between these different 
roles during analysis.3 However, when these challenges are adequately addressed, local 
researchers in divided societies can be particularly well-placed to conduct research which is 
informed, but not dictated by, their lived experience of conflict.  

This paper provides a reflexive account of my recent experience conducting qualitative 
interviews with community activists in my home country of Northern Ireland. Reflexivity is an 
important tool for qualitative researchers. It requires them to look critically at themselves 
and at their research decisions in order to consider how their social position, personal biases, 
and emotional reactions may have had an impact on the development of research findings.4  
However, although there is widespread recognition of the value of reflexivity in qualitative 
research, accounts of field work conducted by local researchers in deeply divided societies 
often address this concept either minimally or not at all.5 

I reflect below on my recent field experiences in order to explore the identitied and 
emotional dimensions involved in researching as a local in a deeply divided society. I share 
the strategies I developed to build rapport and handle sensitive topics, and I explain how 
researcher reflexivity helps to address the challenges involved in this kind of project. 
Reflexivity, this article seeks to demonstrate, enables local researchers in divided societies to 
develop sensitive and nuanced interview practices that can allow them to collect rich 
qualitative data from members of different identity groups in their home countries.  

I first outline some of the general challenges involved in researching in a divided society such 
as Northern Ireland, and I go on to relate them to the broader issues involved in reflexivity, 
researcher positionality, and the conduct of qualitative interviews. I then present the case of 
my own research experience in post-violence Northern Ireland in 2014. I give special 
attention to the two primary challenges I encountered during this process; managing identity 
perceptions (my own and those of others) and confronting the emotional aspects of the 
research project. Both of these aspects of the research were inseparable from an additional 
ethical dimension which is examined concurrently with them in this article. I conclude by 
discussing the insights I gained into the particular issues that local researchers can expect to 
grapple with in a divided society. This article concludes that a reflexive approach is 
particularly valuable for local researchers in divided societies as they seek to build trust and 
rapport with a variety of research participants, and as they strive to address the challenges of 
being positioned alternately as an insider and an outsider during a single research project.  

The challenges involved in conducting field research in a divided society 

The term “deeply divided” has been used to describe societies which are shaped around a 
single polarising identity division; the identity groups involved in the division can find 
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themselves at any stage in the conflict cycle from full-scale civil war to a post-conflict 
situation of hostile separation.6 While all societies could be said to be divided to some 
degree, I use the term “divided society” in this article to refer to these types of contexts. 
Although divided societies may experience different levels of intergroup violence, they share 
important similarities in terms of their psychosocial dynamics. Common features of these 
societies include patterns of hostility and segregation between members of different identity 
groups, and high levels of collective emotions relating to the conflict.7 

Deeply divided societies present field researchers with some specific challenges.8 Even where 
intergroup violence has abated, at least temporarily, researchers face a variety of difficulties 
which include gaining access to wary participants and marginalised communities,9 and 
building enough trust between researchers and participants to elicit honest and open 
accounts in a general atmosphere of low social trust.10 In these kinds of situations, many 
topics can be highly emotive for participants and need to be broached with sensitivity to local 
context.11 

While most of the literature that concerns field research in divided societies has been written 
by scholars who are at least partial outsiders to the conflicts at hand, there has been some 
consideration of the specific challenges that local researchers face. Locals cannot expect to 
be free from “ethnic and emotional baggage”,12 and this “baggage” of identity, with its 
related emotions and biases, can affect how the local researcher will be perceived by various 
research participants.13 It can also damage the credibility of a project’s findings if the 
researcher does not have an explicit strategy in place to prevent it from unduly influencing 
their data analysis process.14 It is simply unrealistic for the local researcher to expect to be 
perceived as a neutral outsider by participants, and at the same time they need to be 
particularly aware of the ways in which their membership of an identity group may challenge 
their ability to take an objective position during the process of data analysis.15 

As local researchers in divided societies interview participants from different backgrounds, 
they will find their social position shifting from that of trusted insider to potentially hostile 
outsider, and both positions present challenges. Researchers of the familiar need to be 
careful not to over-identify with those study participants who share the same social 
identity,16 and neither can they assume that membership of a broad group will result in them 
being recognised as full insiders.17 Members of other social groups may view the researcher 
as a potentially hostile observer,18 and this will make it particularly difficult for the individual 
involved to gain access to, and build rapport with, certain respondents.  

Local researchers can also face heightened emotional challenges. When a researcher has a 
personal connection to a topic, it increases the likelihood that they will experience emotional 
vulnerability and secondary trauma.19 They must also take particular care not to allow their 
personal feelings towards research participants to influence how they conduct interviews.20 A 
further concern is that local researchers need a certain amount of emotional courage in order 
to engage with topics that they have been socialised to view as sensitive.21 

Despite these difficulties, a number of local researchers have successfully demonstrated their 
ability to gain access to participants from other identity groups, including individuals closely 
connected to the conflict.22 Furthermore, by taking care to reflect on the impact of their 
social position and potential biases throughout the research process, they have been able to 
produce findings which meet the expectations for rigour and trustworthiness required for 
qualitative academic studies.23 

The multiple challenges that local researchers face in a divided society can be overcome, and, 
when local researchers add their voices to the body of scholarship on their home country, 
they contribute valuable, highly contextualised research findings that are grounded in the 
lived experience of conflict. These kinds of outcome can only be achieved, however, if 
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researchers are highly self-aware and explicit about the roles that their identities and 
emotions play in shaping their research processes, and this is why a strong understanding of 
reflexivity is vitally important.  

Reflexivity and field research in a divided society 

The importance of reflexivity in qualitative research is widely recognised.24 Reflexivity 
involves a continual process of self-reflection by researchers, a process that necessitates a 
critical appraisal of their social position and personal subjectivities and close scrutiny of how 
these factors have affected research activities and outcomes. In terms of specific research 
practices, reflexivity involves the researcher reflecting on how their decisions around 
collecting and interpreting data have contributed to shaping their research findings.25 The 
social scientist differs from her colleagues in the natural sciences in that she is not able to 
observe social phenomena with complete detachment. Whereas the natural scientist can 
view the behaviour of atoms or the progress of tectonic plate movements from a point of 
objectivity, the social science researcher is always, by virtue of their membership of the 
human race, personally connected to the research topic to some degree. In situations where 
a researcher is from the divided society they seek to investigate, this level of involvement is 
greatly heightened which in turn has consequences for the research process.26 

Reflexivity is often linked to a social constructivist epistemology which understands 
knowledge about social phenomena as something constructed by the human mind rather 
than as an inherent fact waiting to be discovered.27 However, approaches to reflexivity fall on 
a spectrum from relativist to objectivist.28 Objectivist understandings of reflexivity view the 
process as an opportunity for the researcher to set aside or “bracket” their assumptions and 
personal biases, as well as to consider how participants’ perceptions of the researcher’s 
identity may have affected their interview responses.29 This approach would seem to be 
particularly important for local researchers in divided societies as they confront the tensions 
between their lived experience of the social divide and a researcher’s responsibility to 
achieve a certain level of intellectual distance in order to arrive at fair-minded and 
theoretically-useful findings.  

In qualitative studies, the researcher is the instrument through which research is carried out; 
when their personal subjectivities are made explicit, this can in fact lead to the development 
of more accurately delineated, nuanced, and trustworthy conclusions than might otherwise 
have been derived.30 Reflexivity allows for a degree of “analytic accountability”,31 and it can 
provide a pathway for the researcher to move beyond their personal subjectivities towards, 
not the achievement of universal objectivity, but a situated, embodied attempt at objectivity 
that is openly acknowledged as such.32 In divided societies, group identities associated with 
conflict so completely pervade social interactions, cultural practices, and political structures 
that it is impossible for a local researcher to aspire to, or claim, neutrality, and so reflexivity is 
clearly highly relevant to research undertaken in these contexts.33 

Reflexivity can benefit local field researchers at all stages of a study, from the design process, 
through data collection, to the analysis phase. During the collection of data in the field, a 
researcher’s membership of an identity group can potentially affect both her ability to access 
certain groups and the quality of interaction with participants.34 Interactions between a 
researcher and participant take place within the relational dynamics of a particular cultural 
setting,35 and this makes it particularly important for local researchers in divided societies to 
consider, during the analysis phase, how interviewees reacted to their identity and how this 
dynamic may have shaped the quality of conversation. Relational dynamics need to be 
accounted for in the research audit trail, and, where possible, creative strategies need to be 
designed in advance to either minimise the impact of these factors on data collection or to 
include observations on researcher-participant interaction in the data collected. These kinds 
of measures may actually enhance the accuracy of a study, given their potential to illuminate 
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fine details of social interactions in a divided society. The position of a local researcher as an 
insider familiar with the society as a whole may allow her to recognise nuances of behaviour 
and speech which might not be obvious to a researcher from elsewhere who is much less 
familiar with everyday social mores.  

While many qualitative researchers now acknowledge the value of examining reflexively the 
impact of their social identity on the research process, the importance of emotional 
reflexivity has only begun to be recognised more recently.36 Emotions are now considered by 
a number of scholars to represent an important dimension of field research,37 not least 
because researcher emotions can influence decision-making around research design and the 
interpretation of data.38 Local researchers in divided societies need to be particularly reflexive 
about their personal emotional reactions during the research process in order to achieve an 
interpretation of the statements made by participants from different backgrounds that is as 
balanced and fair-minded as possible. Without these kinds of measures in place, the findings 
of local researchers are vulnerable to accusations of personal bias based on group 
membership.  

An emotionally reflexive approach opens up the possibility that researchers can use their 
recognition of their own emotions and the interplay of researcher and participant emotions 
in the discussion of sensitive topics, as valuable data which can illustrate how these factors 
shape everyday social interactions in a divided society.39 Field notes and research journals 
can then become not only records of how a research process developed but a source of 
insight into the lived experience of interactions across identity boundaries in a conflict-
affected environment.  

Overall, a reflexive approach facilitates the development of appropriate field strategies which 
can ensure that findings will be found credible within the context of qualitative research; 
which is to say that findings will be marked by closeness to the topic studied, be true-to-life, 
and will accurately represent the perspective of those living the experience under 
consideration.40 A local researcher who is dealing with multiple identity groups and varying 
levels of personal sympathy for the positions taken by respondents will need to be highly 
aware of the role that her personal history and emotions play in her decision-making. This 
kind of awareness of how social position and emotions shape interview dynamics creates the 
opportunity for researchers to develop strategies that ensure fieldwork reflects their 
academic responsibility to pursue answers to research questions in a spirit of critical self-
awareness. The acknowledgement of the role of subjectivities in shaping the interpretation of 
the social world may, in fact, help to generate insights that cannot be gained via a 
methodology where researcher objectivity is assumed. Reflexivity can, therefore, enable local 
researchers in divided societies to come to more robust conclusions based on an explicit 
examination of the basis of their knowledge claims.  

Qualitative interviewing in Northern Ireland 

In 2014, I carried out life-story interviews on a one-to-one basis with 29 community activists 
from a range of backgrounds in my home country of Northern Ireland. The purpose of the 
research was to understand why some of those activists working on intergroup peacebuilding 
have developed their motivations. This topic also required me to interview people whose 
activism was not shaped by a concern for the quality of relations between identity groups, 
and some among them viewed intergroup peacebuilding with some suspicion. During 
fieldwork, I had to navigate interview processes with respondents from my own and other 
social groups, and I needed to address the possibility that the interview topics could be both 
politically and emotionally sensitive, even after almost 20 years of relative peace. I also 
discovered my own capacity for reacting emotionally to disclosures made during interviews, 
and this highlighted the challenges for local researchers in divided societies who strive to 
separate their professional role from their personal sense of self.  
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Overview of the research project and context 

Northern Ireland is often viewed as a “post-conflict” society, but it is still deeply divided.41 
Although “Protestant” and “Catholic” group identities are better understood as ethno-
national rather than religious categories, these terms are still in common local use and 
delineate divisions which still shape much of social life including how children are schooled, 
where people live, and with whom they form relationships.42 Levels of intergroup violence in 
Northern Ireland are much diminished, but a state of affairs in which social separation and 
political hostility continue has been aptly described as one of “no war, no peace”.43 

Political violence has greatly reduced since the signing of the 1998 Belfast Agreement, yet 
this small country of 1.6 million inhabitants is still coping with a legacy of widespread trauma, 
economic weakness characterised by relatively high levels of deprivation, and embedded 
patterns of social division between Catholics and Protestants.44 There is still a great deal of 
contention about what caused the conflict and whose use of violence was or was not 
justified, and the pursuit of social reconciliation remains difficult in Northern Ireland long 
after the signing of the peace agreement.45 

Under the terms of a reflexive approach, my biography—constructed against this backdrop—
becomes a proper subject for scrutiny when I begin work as a local researcher. I was born 
and grew up in Northern Ireland in a Catholic family. I was influenced by a father who 
exposed me to Irish nationalist narratives and culture and by a mother who introduced me to 
a more liberal worldview. Exposure to these differing worldviews has given me some 
personal experience of both feeling a sense of belonging to a cohesive social group, and of 
the freedom that results from choosing to live as a self-defining individual connected to 
others from multiple backgrounds.  

I am old enough to have personal memories of the violence known as “the Troubles”, and, 
although I was lucky to grow up in an area which saw relatively low levels of direct violence, 
my childhood was nonetheless overshadowed by army patrols and checkpoints, military 
helicopters thundering overhead, and the weekly litany of news reports announcing the 
latest deaths from paramilitary attacks. I grew up as part of a small and publicly acquiescent 
Irish Catholic minority in a town with a strong Protestant-British identity, and, like most 
people in Northern Ireland, I was socialised to avoid discussing contentious issues in public, 
as a matter of personal protection. I also had important opportunities throughout my life to 
form close relationships with Protestant individuals. As an adult, I worked for five years with 
a local peace centre where I saw it as my purpose to help break down barriers of fear and 
prejudice between groups. However, despite this past work, I could not guarantee that 
respondents would not view me in narrow terms as simply a member of the Catholic 
community, as my communal background could be guessed from my Irish family name.  

My aim in carrying out the research project was to develop a grounded theory, derived from 
research data, about how the motivation to engage in intergroup peacebuilding arises at the 
individual level. Grounded theory methodology follows a process of “emergent design” in the 
early stages, and involves the researcher in taking a carefully structured approach to 
developing theory through a process in which data is subjected to “constant comparison”.46 
This inductive research approach, where theory is developed from real-world data, was 
particularly useful for me as a local researcher as it required me to set aside any pre-existing 
assumptions and simply observe what patterns emerged as I compared data against data. I 
also made efforts to minimise the impact of my personal worldview on the research process 
through strategies which included creating space in interviews for respondents to bring other 
topics into the discussion, creating full transcriptions of interview recordings and performing 
member-checking for these transcripts, and writing field notes in which I reflected on the 
possible impacts of my identities and emotions on the interview process. 
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Primary data collection took the form of semi-structured, short-form, life-story interviews 
because identity, values, and socialisation experiences are known to influence activist 
behaviour.47 Each participant gave a single interview which lasted for around one-and-a-half 
hours. I began each interview by inviting the respondent to give an overview of their life story 
in their own words. I then followed up with a number of semi-structured questions about 
their early socialisation processes, “turning point” experiences, values, and motivating goals. 
Secondary data included my written observations on the interview dynamic between me and 
the respondent, as well as notes on my personal experience of each interview.  

The sample of 29 community activists included many participants who were working for 
peace, with whom I shared an affinity, as well as many others for whose political positions I 
would feel little personal sympathy. These individuals included a Republican Irish language 
activist, a member of the exclusively Protestant Orange Order, and a local politician who 
represented a party that was opposed to the peace agreement. Additional challenges and 
considerations stemmed from the fact that the sample contained at least three interviewees 
who had previously been imprisoned for committing violence, and two former members of 
the security forces, as well as at least nine people who had had close personal experiences of 
political violence.  

The broad range of participants—including both Catholics and Protestants, moderates and 
people with more extreme political views—challenged me to navigate the intersections of my 
own biography with those of the interviewees. The interview format also asked respondents 
to engage with sensitive topics, both in terms of their individual biographies (such as their 
relationships with their parents and their religious views), and their experiences of violence 
and division within our society. All of this required me to develop careful strategies for 
building trust and rapport and to consider how to manage the emotional impact of the 
interview process on me and the study’s participants. 

Building rapport across identity boundaries  

How we see ourselves is not always how others view us, as field researchers have 
discovered.48 A field researcher therefore needs to be sensitive to her social position within 
the research setting and to consider how others perceive her. Strategies can then be 
developed accordingly so that she can present a researcher persona which will help her 
achieve key research goals without engaging in unethical deception.49 Finding the means to 
build rapport with research participants is particularly important when researching sensitive 
topics.50 

In a divided society, participants can be hostile to a researcher’s perceived background; they 
may respond either by clamming up or by using the encounter as an opportunity to promote 
a political narrative aggressively rather than to give more open, personal responses.51 A local 
researcher will therefore need to develop specific strategies to gain access to suitable 
research participants and to build rapport across identity boundaries; she must also, at a later 
stage, reflect on and make explicit the extent of her success or failure to engage with the 
“other”.  

The primary challenge that faced me as I entered the field was the need to build a strong 
level of rapport, not only with respondents with whom I shared many similarities, but also 
with those from other identity groups. Self-presentation was crucial here, and I was aware 
that my own biography provided both strengths and limitations in terms of how I could build 
rapport with respondents. I am probably more experienced than many people in Northern 
Ireland at building rapport across identity boundaries and I have a useful familiarity with both 
Protestant and Catholic cultures; however, I also knew that there was a significant likelihood 
that I would be identified as Catholic due to my family name, a common indicator of group 
belonging in Northern Ireland. I was also sensitive to the fact that my life had been relatively 
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untouched by direct violence during the Troubles and that respondents who had experienced 
violence personally might view me as a naive and privileged outsider.  

Researchers in divided societies face a dilemma about whether or not to reveal their social 
identities.52 Transparency is an important ethical consideration, but when a local researcher’s 
identity is revealed it can cause technical problems that affect the conduct of the research.53 I 
chose not to draw attention to my Catholic background, but I was willing to admit it honestly 
if questioned by a participant. Instead, I sought to position myself, first and foremost, as a 
student researcher, a role that is popularly associated with aspirations to be balanced and 
objective but also with a certain amount of naivety about the “real world”. Secondly, I chose 
to emphasise any identities in which I and a particular participant might share, whether 
religious, geographic, or gender-based. 

My status as a student researcher allowed me to maximise perceptions of my youthful 
naivety, and this seemed to be offer me the best way to approximate a position of relative 
neutrality in the eyes of participants. By positioning myself as a kind of tabula rasa, I invited 
participants to impart their intimate knowledge, personal perspectives, and experiences to 
someone who was genuinely interested in learning from them, and I was careful not to make 
any statements that would indicate my own assumptions about the conflict.  

I was able to leverage my gender, relative youth, and student status to create a way of 
engaging with sensitive topics. I realised early on in my research that the non-threatening 
persona I had adopted was encouraging honest disclosure from all participants. I even wore 
particularly “studenty” clothes for some interviews to try to accentuate this aspect of my 
persona. In addition, I found that a strategy of cold-calling potential interviewees directly was 
helpful, as it allowed me to make an instant connection and build some rapport. My softly 
spoken female voice may also have helped allay any fears that potential interviewees might 
have had that I had some hostile reason for wanting to research their experiences.  

I was always careful to describe my research goal in broad, non-contentious terms, and I 
positioned the project as one that involved me in simply engaging with a wide variety of 
community activists in a bid to understand why they were passionate about the causes they 
worked for. When I interacted with people who were not working towards intergroup 
peacebuilding, I did not mention directly the potentially contentious topic of reconciliation. A 
broad explanation of the research goal seemed to be successful in providing the research 
with enough legitimacy for me to access potentially suspicious participants in a divided 
society like Northern Ireland.54 

During interviews, I made mostly non-committal but broadly encouraging responses to 
participant disclosures. By presenting myself as someone who wanted to learn from 
participants, I hoped both to inspire confidence in respondents from a range of backgrounds 
and to offer them an opportunity to educate me about their perspectives and worldview. 
When probing participants in an effort to engage them with more sensitive topics, I framed 
challenging questions in ways that separated contentious statements from my own persona 
and allowed me to retain rapport with the interviewees. I sometimes suggested, for example, 
that I was “just playing devil’s advocate”; at other times, I prefaced questions with caveats 
such as “I don’t think this is true, but some people might say…”. This approach allowed me to 
frame questions as opportunities for participants to express their counter-perspectives. I 
never openly took issue with a participant’s response, no matter how much I personally 
disagreed with it.  

My strategies for building rapport also involved me in attempting to draw attention to any 
similarities between me and the interviewee, while simultaneously downplaying any possibly 
contentious identity distinctions. The accent and dialect use of English speakers in Northern 
Ireland is unique to those six counties and is used by Protestants and Catholics alike, so my 
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familiarity with local dialect words offered a valuable way in which I could highlight a degree 
of shared identity between me and the research participants. The Northern Irish are also 
noted for a wry and black sense of humour, and comedy was widely used as a strategy to 
foster emotional resilience during three decades of political violence. By laughing lightly 
along with participants as they recounted sometimes shocking realities, I hoped to show my 
shared knowledge of the surreal social situation in which we all grew up. Humility is also a 
shared cultural value across identity groups in Northern Ireland, and so I was careful not to 
perform the identity of academic expert, instead reassuring participants that I was learning a 
lot from them.  

During this project, I was dealing with people who identified strongly as either Catholic or 
Protestant, as was evidenced by the roles they were playing in their own communities, and 
there were times when I felt it would be effective to make subtle changes in how I presented 
myself and my research. For example, in order to be sensitive to preferences over 
contentious nomenclature.55 I referred to “Northern Ireland” when communicating with 
Protestants and to “the north of Ireland/ Northern Ireland” when communicating with 
Catholics. These choices were made so that I was able to show respect for participants’ 
differing sensitivities; they also helped me to emphasise my willingness to acknowledge each 
interviewee’s position. When chatting informally with Catholic interviewees before an 
interview, I would sometimes drop hints about my Catholic background, whereas with 
Protestants I often mentioned the town in which I grew up and thus hinted that I was well 
acquainted with Protestant narratives and culture.  

Safety is both an ethical and methodological consideration for researchers who are working 
in a violently divided society.56 Even in post-violence Northern Ireland, there is a legacy of 
socialisation that disposes people to perceive the discussion of certain topics as risky because 
of their potential to lead to dangerous acts of self-revelation in conversations with people 
from different identity backgrounds. I therefore took some time before each interview to 
reassure participants that they were in control of the process and of the information they 
would impart. I also reassured them that their identities would be kept as confidential as 
possible if they wished. Some participants raised concerns, but all were happy to proceed. 

It was also important to reflect carefully on how interviewees responded to me. To some 
extent it is methodologically impossible to know how research participants react to a 
researcher’s perceived identity unless they explicitly express their views.57 However, I did 
gain a number of indications that I had overcome respondents’ reservations and built rapport 
well by the end of some interviews across a wide range of participants. Interviewees spoke 
openly about a wide variety of topics which included some that might be considered sensitive 
or contentious. Many of them exhibited emotional vulnerability, and admitted honestly that 
they had been imperfect when it might have been easier for them to represent themselves as 
having conformed to socially desirable norms. Moreover, the interviews finished on friendly 
terms, and most respondents lingered on a little to chat informally instead of ushering me 
straight out of the door. 

Like any field research project, this study was not unremittingly successful, but a reflexive 
approach to failure means that when problems arise they can become a source of learning. 
While I managed to interview a broad range of participants, I was not successful in gaining 
access to members of more politically extreme social groups. These actors are not easily 
contacted by telephone or through personal referrals, and I did not find a way to build trust 
during cursory email exchanges. My sample includes a spectrum of opinion but lacks 
evidence from people who have extreme views about supporting violence, and this 
represents an important limitation which will have to be made explicit when the findings are 
published. A key lesson learnt from this experience was that engagement with marginal 
groups works best when a lot of time is committed in advance of the interview phase to the 
development of contacts and relationships.  
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In reflecting on the research process, I can see that many of my identities, not just my 
religious background, shaped these research encounters. However, I am also confident that 
my interview strategies helped me to have as open a dialogue as possible with a broad range 
of participants within the social constraints that arise in the context of a deeply divided 
society. I am glad that I was not so intimidated by the challenges involved in interviewing 
across identity boundaries that I did not attempt it, as I did collect some very useful data 
from which powerful insights can be drawn. A reflexive approach helped me to recognise 
that I cannot assume an automatic connection with another human being simply because we 
share a group identity; at the same time, it also indicated that means exist to build rapport 
with respondents who identify with a group on the other side of the social divide. In the end, 
each participant deserves to be engaged with as a unique individual, without researcher 
expectations and assumptions interfering in the encounter. Researcher reflexivity can 
facilitate the development of strategies to achieve this person-to-person engagement and 
lead to more effective field research in divided societies.  

Handling the emotional challenges created by sensitive topics 

Emotions are generally understood to form a domain which is comprised of subjective 
experience, expressive reactions, physiological reactions, and certain types of cognition.58 
These phenomena, which are difficult to record and analyse accurately, have traditionally 
been viewed with mistrust within academia. However, when research is viewed as a kind of 
emotional labour in which emotions must be expressed or managed in order for a task to be 
completed,59 a number of important issues are brought to light. This approach acknowledges 
the emotional challenges involved for anyone who seeks to act as a scientific researcher in a 
social setting. It highlights how this work involves trying to manage tensions between 
empathy and objectivity as well as cope with the emotional costs of repressing one’s natural 
responses to participant statements.60 When the emotional labour involved in social science 
research is recognised, it becomes possible to address the emotional reactions of the 
researcher in fieldwork encounters and to assess how it affects researcher interpretations of 
different individuals and their narratives.61 

In cases where divided societies exist, especially those which have recently experienced or 
are still experiencing severe violence, any research topic related to the conflict has the 
potential to evoke negative emotions in both the participants and the local researcher.62 The 
act of researching topics that pertain to violence or suffering can be particularly emotionally 
challenging for researchers and can even lead to secondary trauma.63 However, this should 
not lead researchers to avoid emotionally sensitive topics when they are researching conflict-
affected societies as this can have a dangerously sanitising and distancing effect on the 
production of academic knowledge.64 

A local researcher in a divided society faces difficult questions about how to address 
themselves towards topics of violence, prejudice, and division, particularly when they 
themselves may have had negative personal experiences of these problems. The researcher 
in these kinds of cases must then be highly reflexive with regards to the role that her own 
emotions play in shaping research decisions. There is also a need for researchers to develop 
strategies that help them to avoid becoming overwhelmed by emotions while in the field so 
that they can successfully complete their projects.  

Furthermore, any researcher in a divided society needs to consider carefully how to engage 
interviewees with sensitive topics without evoking emotional reactions that could re-
traumatize a participant and/or lead them to cancel an interview and withdraw from the 
project. A local researcher in a divided society therefore requires strong emotional 
awareness so that she can be sensitive, noting, and responding appropriately to, the feelings 
expressed by participants. Conversely, if the researcher is overly cautious about provoking 
emotional reactions, the interview may fail to engage with important topics and the research 
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may inadvertently result in an incomplete portrayal of life in a society affected by violent 
conflict.  

My process of emotional reflexivity began when the design stage for the interview protocol 
brought certain considerations to light. Firstly, I wanted interviewees to have control over 
what they revealed so that each participant would be the person to set the emotional tone of 
their interview. I felt it would be unethical, and probably counterproductive, for me to try 
and push respondents into addressing life events which were traumatic for them to recall. 
Secondly, being aware that Northern Ireland has a strong culture of silence—summed up by 
the common refrain “whatever you say, say nothing”—I wanted to invite respondents to 
relax gradually into the research interview. I started, then, with very open questions about 
their lives and only then moved onto more sensitive topics such as group identity or religious 
belief. Finally, I wanted, as a gesture of reciprocity, to make the interview experience as 
pleasant as possible for interviewees. I listened attentively and enthusiastically to their 
accounts, and I ended the interviews on a positive note by asking them to describe what a 
better future for Northern Ireland would look like to them. The latter strategy was intended 
to help them leave behind any negative emotions that had been evoked when relating how 
their life experiences had been impacted by the past violence of the Troubles.  

I also found it was important ethically and methodologically to be appropriately responsive to 
participant emotions during interviews. Mostly, I found it best to mirror respondents’ 
emotions, listening quietly if they were solemn or laughing along with them if they made a 
joke. Local cultural knowledge was useful in that I could recognise participants’ light and 
humorous retelling of violent social settings as a coping mechanism that it would be 
inappropriate for me to challenge. However, on a few occasions I deliberately intervened to 
diffuse an interviewee’s emotional response to an anecdote they were relating, particularly 
when feelings of shame arose and I felt a participant was being unduly hard on themselves. I 
made it clear that I greatly appreciated their willingness to reveal sensitive memories, but 
reminded them to view their actions in a wider context. It seemed an important part of 
building rapport to divert participants from become mired in negative emotions as they 
revisited difficult memories.  

While I had spent some time before going into the field preparing to handle participants’ 
emotions, I had not foreseen the emotional impact of the study on me as a local researcher. I 
found myself interviewing both individuals who had engaged in political violence in the past 
and individuals who had suffered personally from this type of violence and this led to me 
experiencing a strong sense of moral confusion as I sought to make sense of their respective 
positions. This difficult mental state was undoubtedly exacerbated by the fact that the 
interviews also triggered some of my personal memories of growing up in a society where 
deadly violence was an ever-present possibility.  

I have identified three negative emotions which presented challenges for me while I 
implemented this research project and which required me to reflect on how my personal 
feelings were impacting the research. Firstly, I recognised that fear had the potential to shape 
sampling. I was conscious that, unlike a researcher visiting from abroad, I could not escape 
the consequences of mistakes made in the field. I held a certain fear that if I angered 
individuals with paramilitary connections, this could have negative consequences for me and 
my family. I also found that, as someone who had been socialised to avoid certain people and 
areas for personal protection, it was emotionally challenging for me to visit certain parts of 
Belfast, or to interview individuals with past paramilitary involvement. My principal strategy 
for overcoming fear was to keep my attention on the research goal. I challenged myself to 
make contact with people I felt uncomfortable about if interviewing them could contribute 
towards that goal. I found that the act of writing reflexive research notes offered me a useful 
process for recognising and setting aside those fears that were not justified. Building rapport 
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with interviewees also reduced the chances of any respondent coming away from the 
interview feeling anger towards me.  

Another emotion that presented challenges to the research process was aversion. I did not 
react with equal emotional equanimity to every respondent and to every element of their life 
stories. At times during interviews I experienced an uncomfortable physical reaction when I 
heard statements that I saw as supporting or excusing either violence or prejudice. At these 
times, I needed to make an effort to keep my facial expression neutral and attentive. Later, 
practising reflexivity allowed me to question to what extent my aversion to the use of 
violence has been shaped by the privilege of growing up at a relative distance from the 
violent events that engulfed certain communities in Northern Ireland. Indeed, I now 
recognise that any desire to judge certain actions is best set aside when acting as a 
researcher; it is more appropriate, and more useful to the goal of producing useful 
knowledge, to concentrate on understanding how each individual’s unique life experiences 
have influenced their decisions.  

Throughout the study, I also had to cope with personal feelings of sadness and 
powerlessness. The act of researching the life stories of individuals who had lived through a 
sustained period of political violence triggered some of my own memories of that time. 
When confronted directly with the traumatic experiences of others, I experienced a certain 
shame at my own powerlessness as a researcher to do anything more than just listen. In this 
case, I found that a process of debriefing, which I undertook by sharing my experience of the 
emotional impact of the research with a trusted other, helped me to manage my own 
emotions. Writing reflexive research memos also helped me to acknowledge and process the 
emotions that were evoked by encountering the lived experience of individuals harmed by 
violent conflict, even while I implemented a study focused on developing abstract theory.  

A constant effort to be cognisant of the contentious nature of some topics and to stay 
sensitive to the emotional reactions of the people involved were important factors in eliciting 
honest and emotionally vulnerable accounts from participants. Looking ahead to the process 
of data analysis, the challenge will be to use my personal connection to the conflict as a 
means to understand the experiences of others on an empathetic level, without allowing 
personal feelings to distort the more detached and intellectual process through which 
findings are deduced. I have been left with an inner tension between my empathy for stories 
of victimhood and my attempt to understand the perpetrators of violence. While it is 
personally challenging, I hope that productive insights will emerge out of this tension which 
do not decontextualize decision-making but rather help to understand individuals’ actions in 
the light of both their antecedents and their consequences.   

Discussion and conclusions 

My field experiences obviously arise from just a single case of local research, but while my 
experiences cannot be generalised to produce universal truths, some of the insights that can 
be derived from my experience are transferable to similar contexts. Challenges similar to the 
ones I encountered can be anticipated by local researchers in other contexts where the socio-
psychological features of divided societies—the powerful impact of group identities on social 
interactions and the commonality of emotional reactions to conflict-related topics—will also 
be encountered. This study has drawn attention to some strategies that may be useful to 
local researchers in divided societies, but each researcher will need to adapt their strategies 
to take into account their personal identity and emotions and the particular context that 
their society provides.  

Necessarily then, the context of Northern Ireland in 2014 and my own biography need to be 
accounted for before any conclusions can be drawn from the field experiences I have 
recounted in this article. The sustained reduction in violence in Northern Ireland since the 
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1990s, and the subsequent proliferation of grassroots peacebuilding initiatives, may have 
created a particular social moment where sensitive topics can be more freely discussed 
between people from different backgrounds. I would not have expected to have gained such 
useful data 20 years ago, and researchers in societies where the conflict is currently more 
intense may find that they must work harder to build trust across lines of identity division. At 
the same time, my years of experience as a peace worker meant that I was more accustomed 
to, and more comfortable than many in, building rapport across identity boundaries.  

I have found that the process of reflexively analysing my experiences helped me to learn a 
number of lessons about the process of conducting field research as a local in a divided 
society. Local researchers can conduct robust, credible, and qualitative field research if they 
reflect carefully on their own social positions and personal subjectivities. A reflexive approach 
also helps the researcher to create effective strategies to build rapport within and beyond 
her own identity group. Therefore, field researchers should not be intimidated from 
attempting to engage with different participants due to their own social location. My case 
illustrates some hope for success when shared identities are made salient and when the 
researcher presents herself as non-threatening and willing to learn from participants. 
Rapport is ultimately built between two individuals, and while we should be aware of the 
impact of our identities in a cultural context, we must also be flexible and responsive to the 
uniqueness of each encounter. Furthermore, although identities and emotions present 
challenges to data collection in the field, it should be remembered that reflexive memos 
written during the field research process can also provide valuable data because they 
illustrate the lived experience of social interactions in a divided society.  

Identities and emotions will inevitably affect the research process, and so it is vital that we 
should become aware of, and make explicit, our decisions as local researchers in a divided 
society; this reflexivity can in fact contribute to the development of more trustworthy and 
credible findings than those which would emerge from less transparent research processes. 
Self-awareness around our own emotions as researchers allows those emotions to be noted 
down in memos and then, potentially, incorporated as research data. This process can also 
help local researchers in divided societies to acknowledge and process their personal 
emotions so that these feelings to not negatively impact on research encounters or the 
attempt to analyse data in the most balanced ways possible. When we use a reflexive 
approach to consider how identities and emotions play out during our research encounters, 
we can also add rich, contextualised insights about the lived experience of social division to 
our pursuit of theoretical understanding. Hence, a reflexive approach to field research in 
divided societies can contribute to the development of academically rigorous knowledge 
about social conflict that is, at the same time, grounded in an empathetic understanding of 
violence and division as lived human realities.  
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