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I. Introduction

Research on countering and preventing (non) violent extremism (P/CVE) is frequently
conducted by academics and practitioners. A recent study by Charlie Winter dealt more
broadly with challenges arising from trauma, access and interpretation.> Other
researchers have reported to have faced access challenges in the field. For example, a
study focusing on North Macedonia pointed out that the main limitation of the
research in the region is the lack of access to information given that researchers were
unable to engage directly with violent extremists but could only rely on secondary
sources.” However, there is a lack of academic and public engagement on the main
challenges experienced during the research process, as well as on its impact on local and
international communities, researchers, and research participants. Accessing primary
sources for research pertaining to P\CVE during fieldwork raises challenges during both
the fieldwork and the consecutive research process. Technology impacts these

processes as well.

This paper fills this knowledge gap by outlining the main challenges encountered
during the ‘Countering Radicalisation through Lifestories’ research project. The project
lasted two and a half years and was conducted in the Western Balkans region. It resulted
in a database of more than 300 interviews, utilizing the ‘lifestories’ interview technique.
It consists of a lengthy conversation, sometimes more than three hours, taking place in
two sittings. The interview consists of individuals lives' “important events, experiences
and feelings” and covers “the time from birth to the present or before and beyond”.*
The main research challenges uncovered during this research project pertained to
ensuring the safety of researchers and interviewees, achieving access to targeted
communities, maintaining confidentiality and independence, managing donor and
local relations, dealing with the politicization of VE, safeguarding work life balance,
avoiding trauma and gender related challenges. These challenges are relevant not only
to academics, but also to practitioners. Therefore, the report starts by discussing the (i)
challenges arising from accessing targeted communities, then turns to (ii) security risks
before delving into the (iii) politicization of (non)VE, (iv) collaboration issues with local
and international partners and ends with a discussion on (v) work life balance and
trauma (See Figure 1 below).

2 Charlie Winter, “Researching Jihadist Propaganda: Access, Interpretation & Trauma” (RESOLVE Network, May 2019).
3 Filip Stojkovski and Natasia Kalajdziovski, “Extremism Research Forum | Macedonia Report” (British Council, April
2018).

4 Robert Atkinson, The Life Story Interview (SAGE Publications, Inc, 1998).
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Figure 1: Main Challenges on (non) Violent Extremism Research

2. Accessing Targeted Communities

When applying in-depth qualitative research methods such as lifestory interviews,
several preparatory steps must be taken prior to entering the field. Accessing targeted
communities is the first and most important step. It is also one which is very difficult
and time consuming for various reasons. These will be outlined below, alongside

identified tools which can be used to increase access to local communities.

Access Strategy

In order to increase the success rate when reaching out to participants - meaning to
receive fewer rejections for interview requests - the lifestory interview technique and
the snowball sampling technique have been employed. The lifestories approach,
focusing on the individual level, aims to uncover systemic challenges on P/CVE from
local perspectives, in particular from individuals directly affected by (non)VE.
Lifestories are personal narratives describing the life from birth until now, including
“important events, experiences and feelings”, relations with others and so ons
Lifestories are used to uncover voices that are excluded and/or silenced from official
history records, which are usually told from the viewpoint of persons in positions of
power (experts/winners). Lifestories have been used in history, transitional justice,

s Paul Atkinson et al., Handbook of Ethnography (SAGE Publications Ltd, 2019).
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socio-legal research and migration studies, addressing sensitive topics such as dealing
with the past,® gender, ethnicity,” victims of ethnic conflict, minority rights,® and hate
speech among some studies.” Moreover, it has been acknowledged that “IR
[international relations] disconnected from biography (...) can never be more than
anaemic".”® Therefore, lifestories hold the potential to deepen understanding of the
voices of marginalized groups and offer a more nuanced viewpoint on them. Within the
context of this study, lifestory interviews are conducted with vulnerable individuals
who are directly affected by (non)VE such as family members, friends, community
members, religious and ethnic officials.

Therefore, the lifestory interview technique was employed to ensure an optimal output
in accessing communities. The applied access strategy increases the likelihood of
building trust amongst researchers and participants. The length of the interview is
crucial. Each participant is met for at least two to three hours and, if necessary, is
followed up on during a second interview. Interview sessions are initiated with
informal conversations to gain participants’ trust and explore his/her interests and
concerns by asking general questions about origin, childhood, education, career, family,
health, war, relationships and important life events. This allows space for reflections on
P/CVE as well.

Additionally, during the initial sampling phase, the snowball sampling technique was
employed. The snowball sampling is a technique developed specifically to identify
individuals who are experiencing cultural, social or political oppression. It has been
proven successful in sociology in the past. The technique is based on referrals from
different individuals living in the targeted countries and is used to identify the ‘hard to
reach populations’ while accommodating the sensitivity of the topic.” This technique
is suitable to understand P/CVE further since it is a taboo topic within the affected
communities. Therefore, this sampling method has the advantage of identifying
individuals that are likely to participate in the research and disclose valuable
information, which would be rather unlikely with a random sampling technique.

¢ S. Leydesdorft, “Oral Histories and Their Challenge to Collective Memory: The Case of Srebrenica,” Bios : Zeitschrift
Fiir Biographieforschung Und Oral History 2007 (2007).

7 Lawson, “Arguments with the Geography of Movement: The Theoretical Potential of Migrants’ Stories,” Progress in
Human Geography, 2002, 173-189.

8 David M. Engel and Frank Munger, “Rights of Inclusion: Law and ldentity in the Life Stories of Americans with
Disabilities,” University of Chicago Press, January 2004.

9 Mari Matsuda, “Public Response to Racist Speech: Considering the Victim’s Story Legal Storytelling,” Michigan Law
Review, 1989 1988.

© Peter Mandaville, “Cosmography Recapitulates Biography,” in Autobiographical International Relations, 2011.

T Georgia Robins Sadler and et al., “Recruiting Hard-to-Reach United States Population Sub-Groups via Adaptations of
Snowball Sampling Strategy,” Nursing and Health Sciences, September 2010; Kath Browne, “Snowball Sampling: Using
Social Networks to Research Non-Heterosexual Women.,” International Journal of Social Research Methodology: Theory
& Practice, 2005.
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Challenges and Mitigation Strategies

In most communities in the Western Balkans region, a high tendency not to speak up
voluntarily about far-right or religious VE has been uncovered. The following section
delves deeper into some aspects that contributed to participants’ hesitation to
participate in P/CVE research. The following challenges will be discussed along with
the respective mitigation strategies regarding collaboration, the presence of taboo, the
presence of state of fear and distrust, obstacles posed by state infrastructure and the
international community, the presence of fatigue and former harm, gatekeepers’
availability, time, prior relationships, gender, and measuring impact through
quantitative tools (such as questionnaires).

Collaboration is essential to employ snowball sampling in the field, which ensures
gaining access to participants. Acquaintances from civil society, universities, journalist
networks, religious and far-right groups, government and municipal level,
international organisations and bilateral representations are contacted with a request
for interview referrals. Collaboration with previous and running projects and National
P/CVE Coordinators is also necessary. Furthermore, local partners have multiple
connections to introduce researchers to the interviewees. It is vital to understand the
local context beforehand and tailor the snowball sampling strategy accordingly as in
some countries some of the aforementioned groups may refrain from collaboration.
While collaboration can be established informally via meetings, in the Western Balkans
region challenges arise in making collaboration actionable. Usually researchers cannot
offer monetary incentives to individuals or local organisations they are linked up with
as it becomes expensive to offer money to be introduced for interviews, hence snowball
sampling/referrals do not always constitute the most efficient way to ensure access to
interviewees. Challenges arise as well due to the perceived competition among

researchers as well as sexism in the Western Balkans impacting female researchers.”

Other obstacles rela
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