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Abstract: What can be learned from the process of community-engaged research (CER) on refugee
resettlement? In the following, we share experiences, reflections, and lessons from implementing
such a project. We begin with background on refugee resettlement and recent resettlement dynamics
in the United States and Wisconsin, as well as literature on the study of refugees and this type
of research more generally. Results and discussion are presented though our understanding of,
and involvement with, the process via a framework of CER desired process outcomes, which we
both propose and utilize to encourage effective efforts with marginalized populations going forward.
CER is challenging and must be undertaken thoughtfully. One of the paper’s primary contributions
is to share successes and failures in a transparent and unvarnished fashion. In particular, researchers
need to share power and listen deeply, actions that will reverberate throughout such a process.
Doing so comes with certain risks, and may be tangled, but also has strong potential to produce
useful data, deep learning for researchers and participants, as well as empowerment of marginalized
populations and relationship building that can yield future collaboration towards resilience.
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1. Introduction

In 2017, 68.5 million of the world’s people were considered displaced from their homes due to
violent conflict, setting a new record for the fifth straight year. Only a very small percentage will
be resettled in another country (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR 2018a)).
The number accepted to the U.S. has markedly decreased, but the global refugee crisis and successful
integration of new arrivals are nonetheless of great interest to nationwide stakeholders.

Since 2002, the city of Oshkosh, Wisconsin, has welcomed the second-largest number of refugees
in the state, behind Milwaukee and ahead of Madison. In 2015, at the initial meeting of the University
of Wisconsin Oshkosh (UWO) Department of Sociology’s community advisory board, the facilitator of
a local resettlement task force suggested it conduct applied research to help service providers move
beyond anecdotes to a data-driven understanding of regional resettlement (e.g., what works, what
does not, what gaps in service remain, what stories from resettled people need to be told).

The study began as a semester-long project for undergraduate students in the new Applied
Sociology course at UWO in spring 2016. The idea was to have students learn sociology through
community-engaged research (CER). Launching the resettlement study in partnership with the task
force was a strong fit. Recruiting residents with refugee background (RRBs) as subjects proved difficult
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and the project challenging for students. However, by the end of the semester, initial data had been
gathered and relationships developed between the university project team, task force, and area RRBs.

The university project team subsequently received a grant to continue research and expand it
into a comparative study of resettlement in the region around Oshkosh (the Fox Valley), as well
as Milwaukee and Madison. This made for an exciting boost to the study. It also added layers of
complexity through broader geography and larger team size.

In this article, we share experiences, reflections, and lessons learned from CER implementation
within the realm of refugee resettlement. Our focus is the process of this CER effort. To provide
relevant context, we present a brief background on the dynamics of refugee resettlement in the U.S.
and Wisconsin, as well as literature and theory on CER in sociology and on this topic.

Results and discussion center on our experiences carrying it out, which are analyzed via a
framework drawn from the literature and grounded in our experiential analysis of the applied project,
along with implications for similar efforts. To enhance understanding of the community-engaged
elements of this project, some project material is also incorporated. One of the paper’s primary
contributions is to share experiences—both successes and failures—in a transparent and unvarnished
fashion. We hope it will enhance understanding of CER on marginalized populations and lead to more
impactful initiatives in the future.

2. Literature Review

2.1. The Landscape of Refugee Resettlement

Refugees and resettlement tend to be understudied by sociologists and often misunderstood by
the general public. Therefore, we thought it important to begin with a brief primer; educating others
about these topics is a key goal of this CER project.

A refugee is a person forced to flee their country due to violence or persecution. Further, refugees
have a “a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or
membership in a particular social group. Most likely, they cannot return home or are afraid to do so”
(UNHCR 2018b: Para. 1).

The UN, US Department of State, resettlement support centers (abroad), and refugee resettlement
agencies (RRA, within the U.S.) work together in a global system to determine whether a particular
individual or family of refugees should be resettled and, if so, where. Very few refugees are
ever permanently resettled, and many live in a limbo state—between permanent resettlement and
transience—for years. According to the UNHCR (2018a), there are currently 40 million internally
displaced people, 25.4 million refugees, and three million asylum seekers. In 2017, less than one
percent of refugees were resettled in another country.

Background checks and other processing (for resettlement to the U.S.) can account for
18–24 months. People approved for resettlement receive assistance upon arrival through RRAs,
since they have typically left everything behind (U.S. Department of State 2016). Resettled people
automatically receive “refugee” status for 12 months and authorization to work. After this period, they
must then adjust their status to Legal Permanent Resident and have the right to remain in the U.S. and
apply for full citizenship after five years.

From 2002–2016, Wisconsin resettled 13,671 refugees, rendering it 24th among states. Countries of
origin for Wisconsin RRBs are largely consistent with national statistics: Burma, Somalia, Iraq,
and the Congo are some of the most prevalent over this period, though Laos is the second-highest.
Wisconsin has the third-largest population of Hmong people in the U.S.

Milwaukee (pop. 595,391), the largest city in Wisconsin, has resettled the most refugees.
However, Oshkosh (pop. 66,665), is a unique case. It is the ninth-largest city in the state and resettles
the second-highest number of refugees, ahead of Madison (pop. 255,214). This stems largely from
the location of an RRA in the city, itself the result of a history of accepting refugees (starting with
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Hmong people in the region in the late 1970s), a robust industrial economy with job opportunities,
and a relatively low cost of living.

While the cap on refugee resettlement has averaged 90,000 since 1980, the Trump
administration cut it to 45,000 in 2017, despite global refugee numbers reaching an historical high
(Connor and Krogstad 2018). From 2016 to 2017, the number of people actually resettled decreased
by 65 and 69 percent in the U.S. and Wisconsin, respectively. This slide has only continued, causing
advocates to worry the entire refugee program is in danger of being shut down (Amos 2018).

World Relief is one of nine organizations that contract with the US government to serve as RRAs.
Since 2012, it has helped resettle more than 850 RRBs in Oshkosh and Appleton through World Relief
Fox Valley, which worked directly with the research team on this project as a key member of the
regional resettlement task force. The changing landscape of resettlement has had an acute impact on
RRAs; many have been forced to lay off staff or even close offices (Gordon 2018).

This has caused turbulence for World Relief and the state’s other three remaining RRAs as well.
“In turn, there are fewer resources and less of a support structure for those refugees who do come to
the United States” (Gordon 2018: Para. 5). Accompanying and perhaps driving restrictive US refugee
policies has been a rise in anti-refugee rhetoric and violence, making the refugee crisis a key political
flashpoint (Hirschfeld Davis 2018; Boehmel et al. 2018; Eder 2018; Olivo 2018). All of this made an
already difficult situation for RRBs feel even more unsafe and uncertain.

This project highlights not only RRB experiences, but also those of the organizations and people
who aid in their resettlement at formal RRAs and other not-for-profit entities. Recent reductions in
federal funding for nonprofits have increased competition between providers for access to funds
(Ashley and Faulk 2010; Lu 2015; Smith and Lipsky 1993; Tuckman 1998). Organizations serving
populations identified as “high risk” or the “deserving poor” (Skocpol 1992; Smith and Lipsky 1993)
are in a better position to secure the federal grant money nonprofits rely on to run daily operations
(Jang and Feiock 2007; Lipsky and Smith 1989–1990). As such, who the federal government views as
“deserving” has a direct effect on the number and amount of grants available, while also designating
that group as one that should receive aid.

The ability to “win” grants also depends on organizational structure. Those with identifiable
offices or officers dedicated to ensuring successful service provision, or those that can document
successful histories with the target population signal to potential funders that they are an
experienced and professional organization (Bromley and Meyer 2017; DiMaggio and Anheier 1990).
These fluctuating variables have engendered much uncertainty. For instance, where will the next
year’s funding come from? How much funding will be available?

This insecurity is compounded by the federal government’s increased reliance on private
nonprofit organizations to act as primary providers of social welfare (Lu 2015; Smith and Lipsky 1993).
Increased politicization of resettlement and drastic cuts in admitted refugees, as well as dollars
for RRAs tied to them, have put organizations involved with resettlement in a tenuous position.
According to a project stakeholder involved in RRA management we interviewed, “The positive
aspect is the support we have received from our local community foundations, partners and donors,
but long term sustainability is a concern without the consistent, foundational funding the government
has provided.”

Before shifting to a review of relevant literature and theory about CER on refugee resettlement,
a brief note about terminology: “Refugee” is a legally-protected status of people distinct from other
immigrants. We understand the need to choose terms wisely, particularly since the term “refugee” has,
unfortunately, developed a negative connotation for some due to its politicization. One of our first
decisions was to choose a term for our population of interest. Residents with Refugee Background
(RRB) was selected at the suggestion of our partners on the resettlement task force to refer to people
who live here and have refugee experience as but one part of their identity.
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2.2. Literature and Theory about CER on Refugee Resettlement

Little CER on resettlement has been conducted by sociologists. Despite its recognized practical
benefits, research falling under the CER umbrella (i.e., applied, community-based, or participatory)
has typically been viewed as inferior in sociology. Most sociological work involving CER concerns
its use for teaching, usually through service learning projects. Indeed, whether CER-type “practices
matter can feel like a strange question in an academic environment where a ‘pure research’ culture is
the norm and where ‘statistically significant’ (rather than practically effective) findings are the gold
standard” (Stoecker 2012, p. 83).

CER has had a long-standing place in the history of sociology as a discipline, however.
Comte himself tied the positivistic scientific method with the ultimate goal of using data to enrich
people’s lives. While he never operationalized this in terms of including it in the process of data
collection, subsequent sociologists embraced the intent and emphasized community engagement.
Early sociological theorists such as Jane Addams and W.E.B. Du Bois used a form of CER by operating
with an applied orientation, to speak on behalf of immigrants, advocate for other social justice reforms
(Madoo-Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley 1998), or fight racism and discrimination (Breese 2011).

More recently, an approach has emerged that takes applied sociology one step further. “Public
sociology” reaches deeper into the community, partnering with it in order to produce knowledge in a
new way. It allows the community under study to craft the research along with the researcher and
become partners in developing knowledge (Gans 1999; Breese 2011). This is especially important in
cases where the knowledge constructed may have direct effects on the population studied. This is
where CER comes into play. Burawoy (2014) writes:

At its core, sociology recognizes and defends the humanity of others as it must also recognize
the humanity of its practitioners. Sociologists are social actors, something they share with
the people they study. Pursuing their sense of vocation, sociologists feel bound up with the
fate of the people they study . . . . But sociology is also a science. Moral commitment without
science is blind, just as science without moral commitment is empty. (p. 62)

Indeed, public sociology, and by extension CER, bridges the gap between “lay knowledge” and
“scientific expertise” (Elliott and Williams 2008). Yet, even with renewed emphasis on public sociology
(Gans 1989, 2015; Burawoy 2005) and interest in CER more generally, Gans (2015) cautions, “while
sociologists are necessary to the creation of public sociology, the public is the sufficient factor, for until
it accepts the sociology we present, it cannot become public sociology” (p. 2).

Beyond sociology, examples of CER on resettlement can be found, with most looking at the
health of RRBs. Gilhooly and Lynn (2015) report on participatory action research conducted in several
cities, including Milwaukee. In the spirit of CER, the principal investigator collaborated with three
brothers—RRBs originally from Burma and part of the Karen ethnicity—to design and carry out RRB
interviews and surveys. While the brothers were consulted about the paper, they did not participate in
writing it. The same project produced another paper about the process in which the authors argue that
the “research process is inherently dialogic when outside researchers include participants in all stages
of the research process” (Gilhooly et al. 2017, p. 14). They also claim that, in their case, its collaborative
nature helped produce second language acquisition on the part of the brothers.

Another study focused on health capital of Bhutanese refugees. The researcher trained bilingual
Bhutanese community leaders to conduct community health workshops with RRBs and then held
focus group discussions with participants about their experiences (Im 2018). Transcripts of the focus
groups were cross-examined by community leaders involved in the process, and “the findings of this
study show how relationships and social bonding built through the intervention provide participants
with access to help and coping means in [the] resettlement process” (Im 2018, p. 548).

In a final example, McMorrow and Saksena (2017) conducted anthropological CER, including the
use of photo-based, in-depth interviews, with Congolese women in Indianapolis. Their research team
included three people who identified as refugees or immigrants to the U.S., two of whom worked for
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resettlement agencies. They explained that they chose “photovoice” for community-based participatory
research (CBPR) as “before approaching our partner agency because it is noted as a CBPR method
particularly appropriate for giving voice to people in cross-language research and those who have
limited literacy” (p. 771).

While it may be limited when it comes to refugee resettlement in particular, diverse research is
being done in the CER vein. More than two decades ago, 30+ different terms referring to such work
had already been identified (Stoecker 2009), along with 27 different types of “action research” alone
(Chandler and Torbert 2003). Yet, Stoecker (2009), a sociologist, laments that this sort of work has not
produced a great record of outcomes.

For them to reach their full potential to effect positive change and create new knowledge while
increasing the capacity of local stakeholders to do so in the future, CER projects should “involve
community members, or organizations controlled by them, throughout the five research steps of
choosing a question, designing methods, collecting data, analyzing it, and reporting and action on the
findings” (Stoecker 2012, p. 92). Unfortunately, local stakeholders outside academia are often only
involved in data collection. Similarly, while it should be more participatory, respectful, action-oriented,
and impactful than traditional research, it often fails in one or more areas (Stoecker 2009).

Another claim related to CER is inspired by the work of Paulo Friere, who argued, “the
people traditionally under investigation, the stakeholders, are in the best position to identify and
address the issues of their community” (Gilhooly and Lynn 2015, p. 802). In other words, CER
should produce more trustworthy, or valid, data. In their implementation of CER with photo-based
interviews, McMorrow and Saksena (2017) engaged in “member checking” to subsequently confirm
that participant photos and stories provided in conjunction with them did in indeed match.
Further, these researchers used several other techniques in this regard, including triangulation of two
or more data sources, multiple investigators to increase reflexivity, and detailed notes about the steps
they followed in the process of study design, data collection, and analysis, thus creating an audit trail.

Likewise, such work can provide marginalized people with “insights or critical consciousness into
some of the challenges and possible solutions to issues facing their community” (Gilhooly and Lynn 2015:
812). It could even be transformative to them (Van Auken et al. 2010; Gilhooly and Lynn 2015;
McMorrow and Saksena 2017). The CER process may lead to relationship formation and group building,
as in the case of Im (2018) project, which “helped participants reappraise and appreciate [ . . . ] communal
values and motivate each other to promote a community support system” (p. e548).

Indeed, an overarching impact of such work would be to help build community, the meaning of
which should not be taken for granted. Stoecker (2009) defines community as “a group of people who
reside closely enough to each other that they can maintain face-to-face relationships, interact across
multiple roles [ . . . ] and co¬operate in trying to create social change” (p. 389). This definition will
suffice for our purposes, though we would stress that community should be considered an emergent
phenomenon—not something that is, but something that becomes through repeated social interaction
around common issues amongst people who reside in a particular place. It is the result of a process
that should be working towards inclusion and equity in the pursuit of democratic decision-making,
an important consideration for work involving socially-marginalized people.

Inherent in discussion of inclusion, equity, and democracy, and critical to evaluating the
effectiveness of CER, is grappling with issues of researcher positionality, reflexivity, and power.
Such “dynamics and negotiation of meaning in cross-cultural research are a subtle process that affects
not only collected data and analysis, but also the overall agendas and relationships between researchers
and the community” (Im 2018: p. e549). Im’s project had the advantage of leaders from the population
of interest being intimately involved with the process. Even so, “power differences between the
researchers and the community might influence responses and social desirability in the evaluation
process” (p. e549).

Further, the collaborators and RRB participants in that case were not involved in data analysis,
which limited the researchers’ understanding of within-group dynamics. McMorrow and Saksena (2017)
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similarly noted how the involvement of RRA representatives caused confusion, and academics from
outside the culture of participants may have produced some error, but did not explicitly raise concerns
about power dynamics. Such projects are imperfect, but nonetheless demonstrate potential to address
the tension between top-down and bottom-up agendas and “empower and provide voice to participants”
(McMorrow and Saksena 2017, p. 770).

Indeed, researchers’ roles must be considered in gauging their own expectations during the
processes of outlining the central research question and research process. Once data collection has
begun, researchers must reckon with how the social position of “researcher” affects their interactions
with participants and how these dynamics may affect participants’ responses. Finally, once data
analysis has been completed, researchers must ask how the research process has affected them.
Ultimately, the goal of these reflexive processes is to expand researcher understanding into their
selected topic and provide groundwork to identify potential areas of bias or unclear thinking in all
steps of the process (Berger 2015; Mauthner and Doucet 2003; Watt 2007).

Finally, such awareness of one’s own position in the research process (e.g., interviewer versus
interviewee) and the power dynamics created through these interactions can be amplified through
reflexive processes (Berger 2015). For example, interviewers are in an inherently dominant position
throughout the research process. They are knowledgeable as to how extant literature discusses
their selected topics, they have developed the research questions and hypotheses for the project,
and have written a series of questions intended to elicit appropriate responses from participants.
Respondents and interviewees volunteer to participate in the study but may hesitate due to some
skepticism about why they should. Within this scope, a participant consent form that clearly lays out
the project’s goals, how data will be handled, and how conclusions will be shared with participants
is not only a necessity from an ethical standpoint, but also an item to help allay some participants’
concerns. That stated, given that researchers have the final say in how quotes are used and research is
described, complete parity between participants and researchers is impossible.

2.3. Main Aim and Main Conclusions

As noted, in this paper we offer reflections about the implementation of CER on refugee
resettlement, based upon a framework drawn from the literature presented above and grounded
in our experiential analysis of the applied project we describe herein. This work is challenging and
must be undertaken thoughtfully. The overarching lesson is that researchers need to share power
and listen deeply, actions that will reverberate through all six proposed desired process outcomes.
Doing so, however, comes with certain risks, and may be messy, but also has strong potential to produce
useful data, deep learning experiences for those involved, and positive outcomes in terms of RRB
empowerment and relationship building that may in turn help future collaboration towards resilience.

3. Methods and Material

We write this article as key members of the CER team for this project. This includes the project
leader, who began the effort with his students in an undergraduate sociology class, colleagues who
helped design the methods, several key researchers from multiple study sites—including a student
who contributed to the project during the class and after it concluded—and a photographer who
collaborated with the team on the public exhibit.

The origin of this project was clearly in the research-teaching-service nexus. It began with a
request for data. A strategic plan for the UW Oshkosh Department of Sociology that stemmed from an
external review of the program resulted in, among other things, the creation of a new course in Applied
Sociology and a community advisory board. The latter gathers representatives of area nonprofits,
government agencies, and other stakeholders in an informal body that would meet once or more
annually to learn more about the department’s activities and students, share information, and discuss
possible collaborations.
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One goal was to learn about ways to provide further service to local communities through CER,
using a participatory, inclusive inquiry process rooted in the needs and activities of local stakeholders.
The specific goal was to identify a project for the Applied Sociology course through which students
could do applied research (research done at the request of an outside entity, as opposed to originating
from the interests of the researcher). We had hoped to demonstrate the value of sociology while
building social capital for the lasting benefit of the program, its partners, and students.

At the first meeting, we asked the roughly 25 attendees to consider possible research needs.
One local nonprofit leader, who had been facilitating the work of the resettlement task force for
several years, suggested we work with that coalition to produce data about refugee resettlement in
the area (e.g., what is and is not working, what gaps in services exist, what RRB stories need to be
more widely told) and a better understanding of RRBs themselves. This would be done by gathering
socioeconomic information as well as stories about their lives. At this point, neither the professor
primarily responsible for this effort, his department, or the university in general had any significant
engagement with the task force or RRBs of the area. The project was viewed as an opportunity to begin
building stronger relationships.

The research team, based at UWO, agreed that the project was a good fit and moved forward with
it, eventually adding personnel in each case city. We collected surveys from RRBs to gather background
information, quantitative data about their livelihoods, health, well-being, and open-ended responses
about their experiences. RRBs were recruited through appeals via local media, referrals from service
providers, or meetings/events attended by research team members. Snowball sampling then occurred
in some cases.

To delve more deeply into experiences and stories of resettlement, we also conducted in-depth
interviews with RRBs, utilizing translators when appropriate. For a number of RRBs, we used
participant-driven photo elicitation (PDPE). Interested participants were asked to take, or instruct
researchers to take, photos that illustrate specific ideas from the RRB perspective:

• Who they are
• Where they are from
• How they live now
• The most positive thing about living where they now live
• The most difficult thing about living where they now live
• Their hope for the future.

Beyond asking RRBs to explain the resulting photos, we asked additional questions, following an
interview guide. For RRBs who chose not to involve photos, we simply followed the interview guide.
As a token of our appreciation, RRBs were given a $10 grocery store gift card for their participation in
each step of the process (i.e., one for completing the survey and another for the interview).

We also interviewed people who provide services to RRBs via their work with RRAs, other
nonprofit or government organizations, or because they simply want to help. Most service providers
were recruited through networking and direct appeals made at local resettlement task force meetings
and public events involving RRBs. The interview guide for service providers included questions
such as:

• What do you think it means to be successfully resettled in a new place?
• What do you feel are the most important contributions that you/your organization provide for

successful resettlement?
• What do you feel are the most difficult barriers to providing services for successful resettlement?

4. Results and Discussion

Results are presented in terms of process. In this section, we discuss our experiences with the study
of refugee resettlement as compared to CER desired process outcomes. Each of the six elements derives
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from arguments presented in Section 2.2, and is elaborated upon further in this section. Based upon
this literature, in comparison to traditional research, CER has the potential to be more:

1. Participatory
2. Respectful
3. Valid
4. Action-oriented
5. Impactful
6. Reflexive

The combination of these desired process outcomes creates a framework to aid in project
analysis from a CER perspective. We present our experiences as related to the six elements of this
framework below.

4.1. Participatory

Participation in CER hinges upon who is involved and how. Historically, according to
Stoecker (2009), participatory “research emphasized grassroots participation and critical analysis”
(p. 387). Generally, CER is concerned with local residents and local organizations being involved, with
the latter broken down into community-based organizations (CBO, defined as being controlled by
affected local residents, i.e., constituents) and nonprofit organizations (NPO, not constituent-controlled).
Stoecker (2009) found that local “residents/constituents are rarely involved in helping to define the
research question or design the methods” (p. 393), suggesting a lack of willingness to share power
and allow subjects to have control over research about them. Meaningful participation by an inclusive
CBO at every step of the CER process is recommended.

Both RRBs and service providers should be considered constituents of our project.
Their involvement in each step is detailed below. While we collaborated with constituents to varying
degrees through the process, our core research personnel included three academics who are immigrants
to the U.S. and multiple other members of racial or ethnic minorities, including one with extensive
experience working with RRA and a practicing Muslim, another with fluency in Arabic from time
spent living in the Middle East, and finally, a collaborator on the dissemination phase who recently
returned to Wisconsin after a decade living and working in East Africa, where, among other things,
he documented refugee crises.

4.1.1. Choosing a Question

According to Stoecker (2009), NPOs are not necessarily CBOs, and although CBOs are led by
residents, they do not always adequately represent constituents affected by their work. A grassroots
coalition of multiple organizations and individuals providing services to RRBs, Oshkosh Resettlement
Task Force (RTF) met monthly to share information and resources, and occasionally collaborate on
events, all with the goal of serving RRBs more effectively. Though the local United Way facilitated its
meetings and often hosted them, RTF had no staff or official leadership, and as such did not consider
itself an organization. This lack of capacity is one reason we were approached to do the work.

While RRBs—generally people who have lived here long enough adapt to life in the area,
are relatively well-educated, with strong English skills—are involved in the RTF to an extent, they
represent a small, but important minority in a group of 60+ people from CBOs, NPOs, churches, state
agencies, and academic institutions. Some of these are likely CBOs, but organizations key to RTF, such
as the local United Way, World Relief, a local literacy council, a local community action agency, and the
branch of a statewide workforce development group would be considered NPOs based on their board
membership. While meetings in Oshkosh sometimes attracted 20+ attendees, and the twice-annual
joint meetings with an RTF based in the Appleton area generally attracted 50+, more typical attendance
at an Oshkosh RTF meeting was 5–10, perhaps including 1–2 RRBs.
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In this case, research questions were developed by the RTF. They included, How did RRBs end
up here? What are their stories? What factors help predict their success? What gaps in resettlement
services exist? While our data will allow us to pursue scholarly angles, our research questions were
essentially RTF’s questions. Participation at this stage by local stakeholders in the Fox Valley was
clearly meaningful, though people from other research sites were not included, as they were added to
the project after it had been underway for a year. Further, the RTF does not clearly fall into the category
of CBO or NPO, though it was largely community-based it is likely closer to the latter.

4.1.2. Designing Methods

Consistent with CER tenets, our survey was based on themes and questions developed by RTF
members, who were clear from the start that they wanted a survey, hoping to move past their own
anecdotes to reliable data on resettlement. Collaboration around research design involved our team
members attending RTF meetings to discuss the concept behind the project, possible methods, potential
questions, parameters around who should be included, and how best to recruit them.

Inherent in participation is inclusivity. In collaboration with RTF we decided upon RRBs as our
primary constituency, allowing potential participants to decide whether they belonged in that category.
That meant adult children of refugees and other immigrants who felt their experiences fit the definition
of a refugee could participate.

Once we agreed to do a survey, the RTF created a subcommittee to develop topics and questions,
which we later converted into suitable draft survey questions. We then facilitated a methods workshop
at UWO as part of a monthly, two-hour RTF meeting. It included a report by the director of the
Wisconsin state refugee office, so there was much to discuss, but the workshop proved fruitful.

Attendees were presented with the draft questions and asked to create theme-based groups related
to their field (e.g., education, health) to help refine them. We used results to create a 56-question survey
divided into seven thematic sections: Basic Demographic and Background Questions; Migration to and
Resettlement in the study area; Services; Economic Factors; Health; About Children (if applicable); and
Experiences Related to Moving and Resettling. For example, survey respondents were asked for their
level of agreement with statements such as “I felt welcomed upon my arrival here” or “My own culture
is accepted and understood here”, how their standard of living compares to their pre-resettlement
situation, and what services have been most beneficial.

Our primary survey collection method was in-person, but we also created an online version,
which was used not only for completion by participants with strong English skills, but also for storage
of data from paper surveys. In addition, we agreed to conducted qualitative, in-depth interviews
with an optional PDPE component based on a precursor project (Van Auken et al. 2016). Our design
also included interviews with service providers, including informal ones, about their experiences
with, and perspectives on, resettlement. One key direct service provider we interviewed expressed
appreciation for having been involved in survey design because it reflected information they “felt was
important to disseminate from the research.”

4.1.3. Collecting Data

Resettlement service providers were not only research collaborators, but also interviewees.
This dual role caused a bit of confusion on the part of some, who required additional follow-up
and confirmation that we were not only interested in learning about potential RRB participants
through them, but also in their roles as service providers. In the end, we were successful, interviewing
35+ people representing formal and informal service providers.

We were most concerned about RRB participation. Though we did recruit a number of RRBs
through direct engagement at events, our own networks, and social media, we also relied on service
providers to help make connections. Aside from a handful of informal service providers who were
involved with the research team on a limited basis, service providers did not help collect the data from
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RRBs directly. This would have blurred the lines, raising ethical concerns about coercion while also
raising questions about validity (due to heightened social desirability bias).

We had strong participation during the development of the project, but few service providers
contributed to data collection in terms of helping us recruit RRB participants. Perhaps we did not make
it clear enough that we sought their partnership. The key service provider quoted above highlighted
complications when agencies were asked to assist recruiting RRBs for the survey, arguing that in “some
cases, this could compromise the refugee/service provider relationship.”

Recruitment proved complicated for myriad reasons. According to a facilitator of the RTF,
“Coordinating times during the day was difficult as many refugees are working; finding a neutral
place to conduct the interviews could be challenging (respondents’ home or the library, etc.); the level
of English the participant possessed,” and other barriers. Beyond logistics, a common theme within
recruitment had much to do with trust development, wherein service providers could have made the
connection between RRB participants and research team members. This service provider anticipated
local agencies would be more forthcoming with referrals to overcome these issues and later expressed
disappointment that they were not.

Ownership of the project by service providers during the collection phase was limited and marked
by instances of friction, though there were examples of productive collaboration with a particular
RRA and others. We counted on identifying shared goals to achieve buy-in. For example, an informal
service provider in Milwaukee suggested we connect with a leader of a smaller-scale, service-providing
organization who spoke a key language. Communication via email died off, but was revived when the
researcher (a male outsider) attended a women’s event led by these two individuals. It was largely
attended by Muslim RRBs from Syria and Burma, who networked with one another and had activities
for their children. While the researcher was there, he was able to simply be seen. He had already
become a familiar face at other events, and a handful of women walked by, offered a greeting, and asked
through others who he was. This is when he was introduced to the key contact. During introductions
his aim was to identify overlapping goals. In the end, an appointment was made to interview her the
next day, along with another, female researcher.

Overall, the lack of participation in this stage proved challenging. Data collection included a
small number of research team members who were themselves RRBs, so there was a limited amount
of direct participation by our constituents. The bulk of RRB participation in data collection was as
research subjects. Our goal was to incorporate a diverse (e.g., country of origin, length of time in the
United States, current city of residence, and gender) cross-section of RRBs, though it was a struggle to
recruit participants, causing us to fall short of our targeted numbers. Ultimately, we made contact with
155+ people who expressed interest in participating, and surveyed and/or interviewed 100+ RRBs.

RRBs were born in 20 different countries, including the United States. Congolese, Hmong,
South Sudanese, Syrian, and Burmese participants were most common. There were slightly more
males than females in the sample, which was relatively young, with a median age in the mid-30s.
For some, the journey from displacement to their new residence in Wisconsin took as little as two
years, while for others it was much longer—10, 15, or 20+ years—with much of it spent in a refugee
camp. Most participants were from the original research location in the Fox Valley, with a substantial
number from Milwaukee, and fewer from Madison.

RRB engagement was enhanced through photo elicitation. PDPE—pairing photos taken
by members of the population of interest (and/or by researchers as directed by RRBs in this
case) with semi-structured, in-depth interviews about those photos—can be an effective CER
tool. PDPE encourages active participation and spurs thinking about the topics of interest
prior to the interview. It produces tangible, multi-dimensional stimuli for rich conversation
(Van Auken et al. 2010). Photos also help illustrate key points and bring stories to life. This project
yielded numerous RRB-derived photos (see Figures 1 and 2), as well as others taken by researchers to
provide additional visual context.
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While we were able to incorporate a solid number of RRBs into the CER process, we had contact
with a number of others who did not participate. Language barriers were difficult to overcome in
some cases. We also experienced challenges related to gender (where researcher/participant gender
identity needed to match, but this was not always communicated in advance), the multi-faceted nature
of our process, and the fact that RRBs, and particularly recent arrivals, have complex lives that do not
always allow for easy scheduling. A common thread was barriers stemming from lack of social power
in various forms. Participation in this stage was mixed, but the process was dynamic and we were
able to gather useful information.Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 26 
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Figure 2. Reflecting the politics of the time, an RRB living in Milwaukee, who is also a Holocaust
survivor, submitted the above photo to illustrate the worst thing about living in the U.S. According to
her, “I’m just glad [ . . . ] [he wasn’t in charge back then] or we would not be allowed in”.

4.1.4. Analyzing Data

At the time of this writing, data collection is complete but analysis is ongoing. In this paper,
we focus on reflections about the process, with substantive data analysis to be presented in subsequent
papers. Notably, because this project began as an applied project where we planned to deliver a
product to our “clients” (RTF), we had planned to conduct the analysis “in-house,” with stakeholders
not being involved again until the final stage. But, because this is an iterative process, and we have
learned a great deal about CER, we are discussing ways in which participation can be enhanced in
this stage: validity testing of qualitative data with participants and discussion of survey results at
gatherings comprised of both RRBs and service providers. These efforts could illuminate why certain
findings emerged and help build social capital.
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The majority of our reporting and action will occur in the near future. We will consider how to
incorporate participation into the dissemination of our data and other action. Because Action-Oriented
is an element of the CER desired process outcomes framework, however, it is expounded on below.

4.2. Respectful

In addition to being more participatory, CER should be more respectful to stakeholders than
traditional methods (Stoecker 2009, 2012). Respect in this context is based largely on intercultural
knowledge and competence, and levels of power. RRBs are a vulnerable population, often with limited
power. All of our methods were closely scrutinized and approved by the Institutional Review Board
(IRB), which evaluates all proposed research on human subjects at UWO for design soundness and
particularly for ethical practices and respect for participants. Following negotiation with the IRB and
discussion with RTF collaborators, we agreed to take steps beyond standard informed consent to
protect RRBs, facilitate respectful treatment, and provide resources.

We decided to only incorporate RRB participants who had been in the United States at least
eight months, to ensure basic resettlement had already taken place and reduce the risk of RRBs
feeling pressure to participate. We also created extra steps for screening potential participants, beyond
the informed consent process. Prior to data collection, we asked RRBs to complete a one-page
pre-participation form asking for demographic information and confirmation of RRB status, US
residency of at least eight months, and that they understood we would like to meet to ask questions
(some of which would be sensitive) to better understand them. It gave RRBs an opportunity to list
preferences for meeting location, gender of the researcher, use of a translator, and whether/how they
wished to complete a survey and/or interview. We also agreed to work with a local RRA to screen
for individuals with known mental health concerns, and to distribute local resource guides. On the
survey, potentially sensitive questions did not go into explicit detail, especially when pertaining to
their migration history and any related trauma, giving participants power over their story.

We provided RRBs with grocery store gift cards as a token of appreciation for their time and
energy. Further, in our informed consent process we stressed that underlying goals for this project
were to facilitate the telling of their stories and produce information that would improve resettlement
experiences for other RRBs. Many participants clearly appreciated this aspect, due to the desire to
be helpful stated by many, but also perhaps because it suggested they had some power to influence
outcomes important to them.

Most RRB participants lived with significant social power differentials compared to service
providers, researchers, and even student assistants, all well-socialized into this culture with relatively
high levels of education. Most team members also had relatively high standards of living compared to
RRBs, especially those who were resettled recently, which describes the majority in our study. The vast
majority were also people of color and though most reported feeling welcomed and few incidents of
direct racial animus were discussed, in a society where race and ethnicity continue to directly influence
life chances, this was another key element of overarching power dynamics. Such differentials were
difficult to overcome, but when we were successful in getting RRBs to the table, it seems we were also
successful in showing proper respect and establishing rapport, aided by targeted training in cultural
competence and research methods for all team members.

Power in a particular society also hinges in no small part on the mastery of the dominant
language, essential to many aspects of participation. To accommodate participants with limited
English comprehension, material was translated into several common languages. The research team
included a native Swahili speaker and people fluent in Arabic and Hebrew. Others served as cultural
bridge builders, helping open doors and make connections as people known to RRBs, which was
designed to show respect and build rapport. RRBs with strong English skills had the option to complete
a paper or online survey on their own time. But, in most cases, they conducted the surveys in person
with research team members and the help of translators as needed. Completing the surveys in person
was helpful in overcoming the language barrier, as questions could be repeated and clarified. It also
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allowed for rapport development between researcher and participant, and produced a richer learning
experience for all involved. It was time-consuming, however. In the field, a survey could take over an
hour to complete, when it took our students 17–20 min during trial runs.

Language barriers became a stumbling block to RRB recruitment, as well as successful completion
of surveys and interviews in some cases. Adding translation of documents and the need to coordinate
the schedules for not only the RRB and researchers, but also translators/bridge builders proved
daunting. Our community-engaged efforts to design culturally responsive instruments were generally
successful, but some RRBs found the survey too long and the language cumbersome, as even highly
educated RRBs did not understand certain questions the first time through. Some had difficulty
grasping the PDPE concept, but on the other hand, for those who did, flipping the dynamic to some
degree by allowing RRBs to take the lead on the photo choices—assuming the role of teacher of their
story while the researcher became the student—was clearly powerful for some.

Other lessons learned include that one cannot spend too much time carefully crafting and testing
survey questions and other design elements for marginalized populations such as RRBs. Students in
the initial Applied Sociology course pre-tested the survey to give us a general sense for what issues
we might have with wording, proper ordering of questions, and how long it might take to complete.
Given the compressed nature of the process—again, initially this was an applied project to be completed
during a semester—and difficulty we experienced in recruiting RRBs, we elected to have students test
the survey, which was also effective training for them (i.e., survey implementation and learning details
and nuances of the instrument). Best practices would clearly suggest that pre-testing should have been
conducted with RRBs themselves, however.

Further, while we created a project handbook and did customized training with all researchers,
we should have provided more guidance and practice (e.g., clarifying the meaning of questions or
probing). One successful adjustment made in the process towards the end of the data collection
period was for cases where the English ability of RRBs was sufficient (according to them, which
we attempted to verify in pre-meeting interactions) to take the survey on their own, was to start the
research meeting with the researcher going through the completed survey with the RRB, while doing an
audio recording. This was a positive way to build rapport by simply reiterating some key points about
their backgrounds, as well as an effective and respectful way to fill in blank spots, ask for clarification,
and produce elaboration. The interviews that followed then tended to be even more open-ended and
participant-driven, since much of the background had already been discussed and elucidated.

We were somewhat surprised at what proved more challenging in the vein of respect and
spirit of collaboration. Service provider interactions and formal interviews were anticipated to
accomplish several tasks. First, as these organizations are a main contact for new refugees, they
could provide contact information for potential interviewees willing to share their stories with
researchers. Second, interviews with service providers could provide additional insight about the
landscape of resettlement. Finally, results of both types of interviews could then be used by service
providers to better understand their own organization’s strengths and weaknesses, and identify
gaps in the resettlement service continuum. For example, if recently resettled refugees discussed
a lack of knowledge about how to enroll children in public schools, the organizations could adjust
their programs to account for this oversight and ensure students gained access. Thus, this research
path was seen as a mutually beneficial arrangement to both scholars and those invested in the
resettlement process.

Such anticipated benefits to both the research team and resettlement organizations were
recognized by many service providers, who were willing to be interviewed and helpful in other
ways. A number of requests for service provider interviews or interactions, however, were met with
skepticism, with some often voicing apprehension about sharing information on their organization or
those receiving its services. From a safety standpoint, this skepticism about the motives of anyone
requesting information about RRBs is understandable. Some of those dependent on resettlement
services may have fled violence in their home countries due to their ethnic group membership, political
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stances, sexual orientation, etc. As such, limiting information available about these individuals could be
the difference between life-or-death for these refugees, especially if they suspected their whereabouts
were still being sought by people who would do them harm.

This well-founded concern aside, we also argue that there are significant structural obstacles to
completing this field research that do not depend directly on the service population’s safety. In our case,
as successful resettlement cases can be used to justify an organization maintaining their current funding
levels or acquiring additional resources, limiting the amount of information about organizational
process makes competitive sense. Even though all interview data is kept confidential, some may have
believed we intended to collect information about them. Risks associated with an interviewer sharing
an organization’s experiences of shortcomings with another service provider, a funder, or a suddenly
more suspicious general public—however inadvertent the disclosure—was a significant risk to not
only the organization and its employees, but also its RRB constituents. Therefore, it may have been
more beneficial to the organization to withhold information, even if it could help improve their service
provision, than risk showing weakness.

Added to this complicated mix were the changing dynamics in the landscape of resettlement
after the 2016 presidential election. World Relief had to lay off some staff in the Fox Valley and one
long-time RRA closed its resettlement operations in Milwaukee. Now in the political crosshairs, it was
clear why some of our original partners exhibited heightened insecurity and increased guardedness
in working with us. This may help to explain why we had great difficulty in establishing working
relationships with staff from formal RRAs outside the Fox Valley, where we had less time to establish
trust. The presence of multiple RRAs may have created stronger turf boundaries, and there seemed
to be research fatigue on the part of some organizations and RRBs alike. It may also help to explain
why many of our go-to collaborators were informal service providers. This included a woman who
taught fitness classes to RRBs on her own, had connections with many of them, and a passion to help.
Such individuals could collaborate without the restrictions and stress that counterparts at formal RRAs
had to deal with.

The dynamics of uncertainty manifested in a concern about our work that seemed to come out
of the blue (and based upon no particular incident, it turned out) from an original partner two years
into the project. Other NPOs that provided various services to RRBs showed little interest in working
with us for reasons that were not quite clear, though in one case an NPO manager at a meeting where
we presented preliminary themes from the data seemed offended we would share that a participant
was critical of local efforts to help well-educated RRBs find jobs consistent with their qualifications.
Two research team members, both well-trained students who were highly involved in the project,
experienced direct conflict with representatives of NPOs in two different cities.

One publicly lambasted our project at a meeting in which the undergraduate was our
representative, arguing that we were having a negative impact upon RRBs, without any detail or
substantiation, and made several other claims that were clearly false. In the other case, the team
member arrived at what she thought would be a service provider interview with the executive director,
only to find herself in a room with four staff people, all of whom had a list of questions for our project
representative written down in advance. While she appreciated their apparent passion for protecting
their RRB clients, the researcher was shaken by what she considered an interrogation. At the time
of this writing we do not have a complete understanding of why these incidents occurred, but the
damage was done. More importantly, lessons were learned.

Much of this may have been avoided through clearer, more direct, and consistent communication
on our part, as this is key to successful collaboration of any kind. When social friction develops,
it typically stems from a communication breakdown of some sort, and it is possible some service
providers felt a disconnect. The key direct service provider remarked how she perceived tension
“around the means to getting an interview.”

The RTF facilitator acknowledged that we “went to great lengths to ask permissions and be
respectful of participants,” but also that investing more time at the beginning of the process (i.e.,
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identifying potential participants and increasing agency buy-in) would have resulted in greater
success. The same interviewee also conceded that RTF partners, too, could have assuaged the process:
“What we also could have done better was continuous evaluation to see if we needed to shift directions
or change our approach. I feel that this [was put] on you and your team and we didn’t participate or
have input the way we should have.”

4.3. Valid

It has been argued that if the project does well in terms of being participatory and respectful,
it has the potential to be more valid as well (Gilhooly and Lynn 2015; Van Auken et al. 2010). In our
case, we used mixed methods (survey and interviews) because we wanted to reach as many RRBs as
possible and go deeper with a sub-set. Given the population's characteristics, we knew that this would
require separate approaches that pay attention to the sensitivity of the subject matter, lack of power on
the part of RRBs, and their safety concerns. Surveys are often the most effective and efficient method
to reach a broader population, particularly in situations of limited time and resources, and can provide
important information pertaining to patterns in respondents’ lives. Producing this type of relatively
“thin” data was a very specific aim of the stakeholders with whom we were collaborating and this
expectation structured our work. We therefore sought to achieve the highest possible N for our survey,
to enhance our ability to make statistical inferences about the resettlement experiences of RRBs. For a
variety of reasons, however, we knew it would not be possible to produce a random sample and that
we would have a difficult time achieving a large N, so our expectations for the quantitative side of
things were tempered by such limitations from the outset.

Further, while the survey was viewed as an important first step, the RTF was interested in having
us gather RRB stories and probe into the resettlement process from the service provider perspective.
Interviews are superior to surveys for this purpose, so we incorporated interviews for “thicker”
descriptions of RRB settlement and adaptation, an approach with a different purpose than the survey,
as well as an alternative framework of validity and reliability (Noble and Smith 2015). Because of the
open-ended nature of in-depth, qualitative interviews, and the additional time it takes to see them
through, the overall goal is to help illuminate what is happening and why, from the point of view of
those involved.

This element of the project was highly consistent with the CER’s aim to make an impact beyond
traditional research. As noted, while we did achieve a solid sample of RRB survey respondents and
interviewees, and a strong sample of service provider interviewees, the complicated nature of this CER
project posed some risks to validity, while other elements seemed to enhance validity, understanding
that in social research it is impossible to produce “the truth” with certainty. It can be argued, in at least
some ways, that CER should be more valid if successful in removing sources of error that occur in
traditional research, such as researchers not being “close” enough to the topic or population of interest,
leading to a lack of rapport and trust, the crafting of questions that are not meaningful to participants,
power dynamics that produce high levels of social desirability bias, and more.

Active stakeholder involvement in our project may have helped lessen some of this error.
People tend to tell stories that fit embedded, institutionalized narrative expectations (Carter 2017).
In this case, social identities are influenced by public policies and organizations that seek to help
populations seen as vulnerable and needy (Loseke 2007). When RRBs are being interviewed by an
academic, out-group researcher, they are likely to tell a story based on the expected narrative they
think the researcher wants to hear, producing social desirability bias. Sometimes the responses appear
“canned” to fulfill the expected narrative. With the inclusion of cultural bridge builders and informal
service providers, the skewing of responses for this reason may have been mitigated, as their presence
often seem to help participants feel more at ease, lessening the drive to fulfill narrative expectations.
As discussed, however, inter-group power dynamics likely had similar effects on some RRBs.

Our research was often driven by project collaborators, without whom we would not have had
access to certain RRBs. The most obvious examples were when they aided in translating survey
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questions. When a service provider who spoke a key language (spoken by potential participants from
multiple countries of origin) began working with our team, she became the leader of our efforts to
recruit RRBs who otherwise would have been virtually inaccessible to us. During interviews with these
RRBs, there was less control by the interviewers and time spent on the process was often lengthened.
Increased duration was due to repeating and clarifying survey questions, the less structured survey
style, and most importantly, free-flowing dialogue (i.e., not boxed in). There appear to have been less
attempts by the RRB to fit into expected narratives.

Further, the PDPE element appeared to work well for those RRBs who elected to engage in
it. Since first being used in the 1950s, incorporating photos has been shown to help produce deep
interviews and shift the power from researcher to participant, yielding arguably more ethical research
and valid data (Van Auken et al. 2010) including from socially marginalized groups [such as homeless
people (Klitzing 2004; Packard 2008)], of which RRBs would certainly be a prime example.

Another example would be a recently resettled RRB from the Middle East who was illiterate in any
language and had difficulty understanding certain concepts, such as culture. This led to a very long
survey and interview process conducted in Arabic and spread over two meetings. He understood the
idea behind PDPE, though, and used photos he asked the researcher to take to make important points,
including one of him posing by his vehicle with a disabled parking pass dangling from the rearview
mirror, which illustrated a level of accommodation and respect he did not feel in his home country.
In another instance, a relatively young Hmong RRB born in a refugee camp though raised mostly in the
U.S. was enthusiastic about PDPE. He took a number of photos he had thoughtfully considered and
composed, and came to the interview meeting ready to tell stories and share perspectives. Indeed, there
is hardly any dead air in the one-hour recording; he likely could have filled it with only his voice.

Alternatively, CER projects like ours may be more complicated and introduce different sources
of error than traditional methods. Validity of the survey data may have suffered somewhat if
participants found it cumbersome and difficult to understand, which was at least partly due to
the applied/community-based nature of it, as we set out to answer all of the key questions from
our partners. Of course, we pursued this project because we believed the benefits outweighed such
concerns, but our experience illustrates the double-edged sword that is CER: We feel compelled to ask
questions partners want answered, which could introduce additional sources of error (i.e., respondent
fatigue if the survey is too long).

Though this kind of concern applies to any study with multiple researchers, the incorporation
of 40+ students over three years, and several teams of people working largely independently in
different locales, and not always following the protocols from our training and handbook, likely
caused some error. Finally, the complication caused by needing to rely upon cultural bridge builders
and translators, who may not have translated everything that was said or all of it precisely, along with
some occasionally offering their own perspectives or probing RRBs for answers outside “the script,”
introduced additional sources of error. This is not ideal, but it seems that we must take the bad with
the good in CER, while striving to apply lessons to the next iteration.

We practiced triangulation for many of our RRB participants, who completed both surveys
and interviews, some including photos of their choosing, which provided multiple sources of data.
Using PDPE involved a form of member checking, as researchers engaged in in-depth discussion
of each chosen photo and later carefully confirmed that the photos did indeed help illustrate their
stories from their perspective, we asked for express permission to confidentially utilize each photo in
publication or public display. We also used multiple investigators, with most surveys and interviews
being completed by pairs of researchers, and in any case working together in small teams (per study
site), and as a larger team across all sites, to increase reflexivity. Finally, while we did create and utilize
a study handbook outlining the various steps and elements of the study process, and research log,
where we recorded specifics about potential and actual study participants, we would have benefited
by taking more detailed notes about all of the steps we followed in the process of study design, data
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collection, and analysis, to create a more robust audit trail, thereby enhancing the trustworthiness and
validity of our data.

4.4. Action-Oriented

We should also attempt to understand the action orientation of our effort. Stoecker (2009) presents
four basic types of research output, explaining that, a “community change process begins with
diagnosing some condition, prescribing an intervention, implementing that intervention and evaluating
its effectiveness” (p. 390). Viewed from this perspective, our CER project is currently in the first stage
of working towards community change. The applied research we agreed to execute was designed to
diagnose the state of refugee resettlement, to identify successes and challenges, strengths and gaps to
fill, and point towards possible interventions (the second stage).

Stoecker (2009) further notes that another way to consider action orientation is through the most
common types of proposed outputs by CER projects: reports, organizing, meetings, websites, advocacy,
programs, plans, and educational efforts. Regardless of the type of organization proposing the CER
work, Stoecker found most propose no action at all or only a report of some kind, and even “when we
look at the other action categories, what is defined by applicants as action is often just another form of
reporting. A meeting is simply where the research results are presented orally” (p. 391).

Although we designed action into our CER, we were also guilty of settling for reports and
meetings as key outputs. We have presented about our process and preliminary findings at multiple
RTF meetings, both local and regional, and will share a final written report with our collaborators upon
completion. Given that the project started as a relatively traditional applied research project, we largely
sustained elements of that inherited structure throughout, which yielded benefits and drawbacks.
We did, however, also incorporate plans—“using the research to outline some proposed program or
intervention” (p. 391)—and education, one of RTF’s explicit goals.

First, we encouraged site stakeholders to use the term “RRB” instead of “refugee,” which
constituted an educational outcome in and of itself, and will perhaps yield a small shift in power away
from those who would use a pejorative label to stigmatize, and towards individuals to allow them
to define themselves. Another key goal was for us to produce data about resettlement outcomes and
quality of service to educate RTF in the hopes of yielding the best possible service. We also plan to use
our findings to develop a brief primer for service providers and volunteers in cities resettling refugees,
as well as a written vision for a one-stop shop to provide services to RRBs and build intercultural
competence and community among RRBs and other local residents.

RTF also hoped to educate the general public about RRBs. We are doing so via a traveling
exhibit of photographs and narratives that debuted at UWO and was also displayed as part of a major
international festival in Milwaukee shortly before we wrote this manuscript. Included in the exhibit
were some photos, as illustrated in Figure 3, that were taken by one of the authors when he worked
abroad documenting humanitarian crises professionally.



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 73 19 of 26

Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 19 of 26 

 

 
Figure 3. Hundreds of thousands of people have been forced to flee their homes to escape violent 
conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Many ended up living in displacement camps like this 
one outside the city of Goma in the Congo. Photo by Colin Crowley. 

Along with data, photos, and narratives from RRB research participants, the thrust of the exhibit, 
however, is portraits of RRBs taken by project collaborator Colin Crowley for this purpose, separately 
from the research process. It was very important to him that portraits did not reinforce negative 
stereotypes of refugees. He wanted images that went against the stereotype of the destitute, hopeless 
refugee and instead presented the public with visions of strong, accomplished, and cultured 
individuals. Our collective hope is that the members of the public who view these photographs come 
away feeling that, regardless of our backgrounds, our futures are inextricably tied together, and that 
these neighbors have more to offer than some may have previously understood (see Figures 4–7). 

 
Figure 4. Jelka Jelka is holding a photo of herself when she was 11, the only object she still has from 
her childhood home. Jelka took up yoga with the help of an instructional book from her home country. 
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used in in this manner. 

Figure 3. Hundreds of thousands of people have been forced to flee their homes to escape violent
conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Many ended up living in displacement camps like this
one outside the city of Goma in the Congo. Photo by Colin Crowley.

Along with data, photos, and narratives from RRB research participants, the thrust of the exhibit,
however, is portraits of RRBs taken by project collaborator Colin Crowley for this purpose, separately
from the research process. It was very important to him that portraits did not reinforce negative
stereotypes of refugees. He wanted images that went against the stereotype of the destitute, hopeless
refugee and instead presented the public with visions of strong, accomplished, and cultured individuals.
Our collective hope is that the members of the public who view these photographs come away feeling
that, regardless of our backgrounds, our futures are inextricably tied together, and that these neighbors
have more to offer than some may have previously understood (see Figures 4–7).
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Figure 7. Christopher. After fleeing unspeakable violence and atrocities in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Christopher lived for years as a refugee in Zambia until he and his wife and children were 
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performed Congolese music together, with researchers, RRBs, service providers, and other attendees 
as the audience. This is one of a number of instances of social capital being developed through the 
project. 

Initial feedback about the exhibit from some project constituents has been positive. A number of 
RRBs attended the opening reception and clearly enjoyed it, posing for photos and spending a good 
deal of time there. Sticky notes collected at the end asked, among other things, what exhibit attendees 
learned from it. Answers included, “What they went through!” The key direct service provider noted 
in a follow-up email,  

Our staff visited the exhibit a week ago and appreciated the efforts of your team. One 
noteworthy comment was regarding the diversity of the refugees who were included in the 
survey. We felt including Holocaust survivors, the Hmong population and recent arrivals 
was inclusive and reflective of resettlement as a whole. Thank you! Also, all of the pictures 
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Figure 5. Malual. Malual fled civil war in Sudan in the late 1980s and sought refuge in Liberia until a
civil war in that country led to him being granted refugee status in the United States in the mid-1990s.
He is pictured here sitting at home with his three daughters, holding a page of notes he wrote as part
of a course he took in Liberia to prepare for life in the U.S., and with his college diploma.
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Figure 7. Christopher. After fleeing unspeakable violence and atrocities in the Democratic Republic
of Congo, Christopher lived for years as a refugee in Zambia until he and his wife and children
were granted admission to the U.S. At the opening reception for the exhibit, Christopher and Colin
performed Congolese music together, with researchers, RRBs, service providers, and other attendees as
the audience. This is one of a number of instances of social capital being developed through the project.

Initial feedback about the exhibit from some project constituents has been positive. A number of
RRBs attended the opening reception and clearly enjoyed it, posing for photos and spending a good
deal of time there. Sticky notes collected at the end asked, among other things, what exhibit attendees
learned from it. Answers included, “What they went through!” The key direct service provider noted
in a follow-up email,

Our staff visited the exhibit a week ago and appreciated the efforts of your team.
One noteworthy comment was regarding the diversity of the refugees who were included in
the survey. We felt including Holocaust survivors, the Hmong population and recent arrivals
was inclusive and reflective of resettlement as a whole. Thank you! Also, all of the pictures
were powerful but (Colin’s portraits of the four) individuals made the exhibit ‘personal’.
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Finally, another, more informal service provider who spends a great deal of time with RRBs shared
via a public post on social media after the opening reception,

It takes wisdom and stamina to complete academic research of interest to the academy and a
wider public. It is characteristic of the UWO Sociology Department to stand at that crossroads
at which academic excellence and relevance to the wider community meet—the Wisconsin
idea! [ . . . ] Visit the exhibit yourself if you can. I deem it a great honor to count (names of
some RRBs featured in the exhibit) among my friends.

The hope is that the outcomes from our CER project will not only point to potential interventions
that service providers and policy makers can make to improve resettlement experiences, but also
that our stakeholders and the general public will learn more about this important slice of our social
and political landscape. In an interview, one service provider said in response to our question about
barriers to successful resettlement, “Barriers? Knowledge [ . . . ] what is a refugee? What are the
cultural backgrounds of refugees?”

The result of continued action around education may be reduction in stereotypes, enhanced
intercultural knowledge and competence, increased social interaction, and eventually community
building between these groups. As for all criteria for this CER desired process outcomes framework,
we seem to have at least partially met some of the benchmarks and fallen short in others. The point,
of course, is for us to learn from the process and share what we have learned with other scholars
and constituents.

4.5. Impactful

It is argued that CER has potential to be more impactful than traditional research (Stoecker 2009;
Van Auken et al. 2010; Gilhooly and Lynn 2015; McMorrow and Saksena 2017; Im 2018), but the
question of impact logically depends upon the goals of a CER project. In our case, time will tell
whether it is truly impactful in meeting the goals of the stakeholders. We have, however, discussed
apparent and potential impact via process-oriented goals above. These are important considerations in
CER, where the process or means of engagement itself, regardless of the “tangible outcomes”, can have
meaningful impact upon participants (including organizations in this case), as well as researchers.

Connecting back to Stoecker (2012), however, it is unclear to what extent we helped build local
constituents’ capacity to create knowledge that will lead to lasting change. We did relatively well in the
other points of this desired process outcomes framework, but the lack of buy-in by service providers,
and RRBs’ roles largely as respondents and less as partners suggest that we will fall short. We do have
the ability to address such shortcomings in the final stages of the project, however, and apply these
lessons to future projects.

A final point to consider in terms of impact is whether CER like this helps build community.
Since this is a contested term often used without precision, we would suspect most CER does
not explicitly propose building community as an outcome (ours did not) and therefore will not
be highly impactful, as it requires concerted effort over time. We do, however, consider social capital,
and particularly bridging capital—produced as people make connections across divisions based
upon class, race, and social power, and which can be converted into resources—as a building block
of community.

We did observe elements of such capital being built and potential for such connections and
purposive interactions to come together in community, strengthening capacity to produce long-term
change in the future. Some examples included a researcher connecting an RRB looking to pursue an
MBA with a business professor he knows from a regular pick-up basketball game, another being invited
to join the game, the referral of a recently arrived RRB with interest in becoming a veterinary technician
to a college admissions counselor, the RRB and project team member playing music together (which has
occurred multiple times beyond the exhibit), students gaining internships and other relevant experience
due to the project, and, despite the lack of participation described earlier, the academic department
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establishing new collaborative relationships and demonstrating its value to numerous stakeholders.
If service providers, university students, and typical residents start to feel more knowledgeable,
confident, and informed about RRBs, who simultaneously become better integrated into local society,
such constituents will feel more motivated to reach out to RRBs and vice versa, and more opportunities
for regular interaction will develop.

4.6. Reflexive

As with any social research endeavor involving direct interaction with participants, our project
was filled with a considerable number of relationships that must be addressed throughout the research
process. In short, researchers must be reflexive in considering power dynamics and the manner in
which other participants in the process were treated (Berger 2015), and this is particularly true in CER.

Often, the methodology for a research project is clear and clean. Execution instructions are simple
and efficient. However, when working with RRBs in several cities, we found that the data could not
always be collected in such a streamlined fashion. The data emerged in unexpected ways—the stories
of RRBs presented themselves outside the lines, hid in the margins, jumped off the page. In short,
collecting data with resilient populations can be somewhat messy.

One assumption we make as researchers, for instance, is that an interview session can be scheduled
ahead of time and that we will have an approximate idea of how long a session will take. We know
when we will be home for dinner. CER, however, does not always work this way. Indeed, we came
to understand that our western assumptions regarding the twenty-four hour clock were flawed.
Often, our research team would find ourselves in someone’s home for an interview and be presented
with a meal or tea (an enjoyable tangent indeed), and that we would be interviewing more than one
person that day, or more than one at a time. As sessions progressed, before any interview had begun,
we often found ourselves knee-high in data as talk suddenly took a turn from the weather, the food,
a television show, etc., to discussing concerns over community organizing, politics, resettlement issues,
etc. As guests at the table, we became flies on the wall. We would discreetly text our family and
friends to cancel plans and begin to pick up the data as it fell around us. In essence, CER, regardless of
outlined methodology, is a form of ethnography.

When conducting research, it typically makes sense to work in an organized fashion. A leads to B,
which leads to C, and so forth. This orderly approach often did not work with the RRB population.
At one event where we provided food to a group learning English, we were pleasantly surprised to
collect a large number of pre-participation forms from RRBs. We then had to search for a translator,
and sometimes found it difficult to enlist one. As a result, we lost a number of RRBs who were willing
to be interviewed. Had we worked backwards with a translator lined up first, we would not have
faced this situation, but because they needed to be paid and the IRB process is time-consuming, it was
illogical to do so unless we knew we had willing participants from that group.

Trust was another area in which our team encountered messiness. Often, the vulnerable
populations with whom we engaged brought unannounced people, such as spouses or adult children,
to the research meeting, or took steps to limit the involvement of those we assumed would be present
for interviews. For instance, one respondent changed the planned venue from his home to a café last
minute so as to avoid having his parents, with whom he lived, hear our session. Other examples
could be found with elderly respondents who had their children watching us, we suspect at the
insistence of the children, to ensure their parents’ safety. Sometimes we had spouses who refused to
leave the room and offered unwanted commentary throughout the interview, which led to the couple
bickering throughout.

Several interviewees simply preferred to be interviewed together and refused to participate alone.
One example that stands out is that of two elderly RRBs who had been through the Holocaust together,
in concentration camps together, and who moved to their current city together. They did not really see
their refugee experience as their own—it was a shared experience. In all these cases (once ensuring
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that IRB protocol was still being followed), our choice was to either cancel the interviews or to collect
the data, blurry as it was, and hear the stories of our respondents. We chose the latter.

The survey was designed to gather largely quantitative and relatively straight forward information
from RRBs, but they often had a great deal of commentary on each question, going far beyond the
places for them to fill in the blanks. We were then able to use these comments as starting points
to inform the qualitative part of the interview session. Also, their answers to the survey questions,
while so absolute once entered into Qualtrics, were less so while being formed. Often respondents
were torn between two numbers on a Likert scale or wanted to answer more than the question was
asking. At times, RRBs were confused as to what community they were supposed to answer the survey
question about. Many Jewish RRBs were confused as to whether the question was asking about their
Jewish culture or the culture of their country of origin. Sometimes there would be confusion as to
whether culture referred to the culture of their home countries at the time they left, or the richer, more
complex, historical culture of that same place, to which they felt a personal connection. Each RRB dealt
with these questions in their own way, rendering the data complex.

Even the planning of the research was chaotic at times. Often, the path to participants was unclear.
One case in particular stands out: We met an RRB working at a hair salon (where a team member
was getting her hair done). This RRB refused to be interviewed, but told team members we could
interview their parents, also RRBs. We were given instructions to go into an unfamiliar area of the
city and find their parents’ store. Once we arrived we found that the parents spoke very little English
and did not wish to be involved. They mentioned their other child, an RRB who worked as a service
provider. Months later, while at an event that was attended by many service providers, we happened
to meet this other child. We explained how we had met their sibling and parents, creating instant
rapport. They were there working, busily handing out food to RRBs. However, they had forgotten
to pack plastic cutlery. Research team members immediately set off to the nearest mall on a quest to
find plastic cutlery. Once our mission was complete, and cutlery delivered, we were offered food and
became fast friends. Not only did this RRB grace us with an interview, but introduced us to other
RRBs and service providers. What seemed earlier to be a waste of time (salons and stores and cutlery
quests), was actually important in terms of process. Often one needs to wade through the shallow end
in order to get to deeper waters.

To arrive at realizations like these, an attempt to minimize power disparities and maintain
an awareness of how biases could influence our results, reflexivity was built into our process.
Investigators were tasked with writing frequent reflections on a variety of issues and attending
regular research meetings, including three retreat-like sessions held once in each of the three study sites
during the grant period for the expanding project. Not only did these meetings involve presentations
related to enhancing cultural competence and methodological soundness, team members were asked to
reflect on their experiences with the project to that point. Robust discussions ensued, as team members
reflected on the most interesting things they had learned from a respondent/interviewee, what such
stakeholders noted as the most pressing problems during the resettlement process, how participating
in the project, itself, affected team members personally, and, most importantly, what challenges team
members were facing and how they could be addressed. Similarly, research meetings ensured all
investigators were maintaining standards set forth for the study and provided a space for team
members to become acquainted with one another and learn how other sites were progressing.

In one case, the team meeting corresponded with a special “Write Your Life” workshop that helped
bring RRB youth together with several team members, who acted as transcribers of their stories, which
proved empowering for the youth and highly impactful to team members. The workshop also allowed
team members to interact with service provider stakeholders. Otherwise, these reflection-oriented
team meetings were limited to research personnel and, in hindsight, would have been even more
effective with greater inclusion of RRB and service provider stakeholders.

As noted, we have had subsequent discussions with some stakeholders that touched on our level
of reflexivity. When asked to examine our power/position in the equation of the study process, the key
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direct service provider we interviewed noted, “I appreciate you asking that question as I feel I need
to be reminded and challenged of the lens that I am using and responding [with] in my work and
interactions with RRBs.”

5. Conclusions

One of the most important aspects of social science research, and CER in particular, is that it can
provide a forum for listening to marginalized voices and sharing power with them. Research with
resilient people is, in many ways, an illustration of this important role. One researcher was surprised
to receive an email from a relative of an RRB participant. The letter read:

I would like to express my [ . . . ] gratitude to you and your colleagues for taking time and
effort to interview my [relative] and everyone else who came over to the United States and
listen to the story of their hardships and struggles that came with their assimilation here. [
. . . ] I can truly say you made my [relative’s] day when you knocked on her door and [am]
sure the rest of your interviewees can say the same. Everyone wants to tell their story but it
is hard to find someone to listen and the time you spent listening to their stories means more
to them than you know.

Indeed, the most important element of our CER was to listen to the stories of RRBs living amongst
us. Convoluted and not fully in-line with desired process outcomes though it was, we have strong data
and many stories to share alongside lessons on the CER process presented here. As the data collection
process came to an end, it was clear we had gained a great deal from the study ourselves. We better
understood the process involved in interviewing resilient people.

We embraced the research process, as well as the many cultures to which it exposed us. We developed
friendships with our participants and collaborators and, in several cases, the intense work of conducting
research together created strong friendships between team members. Most importantly, we learned how to
listen, really listen, to the important stories and life lessons gifted us by the subjects of our research. It is a
gift we will find difficult to reciprocate, though hopefully we have done so to some small degree through
this piece.
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