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ABSTRACT

This article is part of the small but growing methodology literature on emotion and trauma in social science research, particularly in relation to studying violence. I argue that, on top of shame
around mental health in general and a reluctance to turn our
gaze toward ourselves amidst the distress and suffering of our
research participants, the weight of positivism in academia, even
on those researchers who rebuke the paradigm, silences our
ability to engage with what we see, hear, do, and feel as we
gather information. Breaking this silence, rather than being
unscientific or self-indulgent, promotes clarity in the theories,
concepts, and methods we develop to make sense of violence
as a social phenomenon. Equally important, learning from ‘helping professionals,’ including trauma therapists, human rights
workers, and people involved in disaster relief, offers insight
into how a trauma-informed ethics of care, grounded in
a collective process of seeking and finding guidance and support,
might look. I frame this article around a period of fieldwork in El
Salvador that forced me to understand depths of misery and
violence that I had never seen up close before. As I unravelled
in response, I began to reckon with why I was unprepared and
then gradually piece myself back together. I continue striving to
soothe, fortify, and heal.

Beginning
This article positions researchers’ emotions and trauma at the centre of our work
on violence and in violent places, contexts that are increasingly the norm rather
than the exception in our destabilising and precarious world. Working on
violence requires that we possess – and ceaselessly cultivate – humility, perspective, prudence, and grit, in addition to disciplinary and cross-disciplinary tools
and skills, but none of those qualities or abilities change the fact that researching
violence implies experiencing it, at least emotionally, if not physically (Pearce
and Loubere 2017).
Social science methodology literature comes up short in its efforts to account
for these attendant harms. ‘[R]esearch tends to teach us the “outcomes” from the
experience rather than providing us with a fuller appreciation of the “processes”
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and details of the experience,’ and, as a result, ‘we avoid emotional vulnerability
and close down a way of learning about our social world’ (Hubbard, BackettMilburn, and Kemmer 2001, 126). Indeed, most research about violence neglects
to mention the researcher at all, treating us as just the instruments for doing
research (Drozdzewski 2015). Warden’s observation that, ‘the emotional consequences of research on the researcher are rarely discussed and little literature
exists’ (2013, 150) is echoed in the majority of the work I cite in this paper,
despite the profound effects, including trauma, that working on and amongst
violence often has on researchers (e.g., Drozdzewski and Dominey-Howes 2015;
van Zijil de Jong, Dominey-Howes, and Roman et al. 2011; Hubbard, BackettMilburn, and Kemmer 2001; Coddington 2017, Behar 1996; Mahmood 2007;
Hume 2007; Lund 2012; Pollard 2009; Loyle and Simoni 2017). Instead, the
struggles documented tend to concern ethics, access, data availability and
quality, and physical safety, all issues that pose real challenges to successful
research and merit serious debate and consideration. But engaging only with
them is not enough. We do our participants, other researchers, and ourselves
a disservice when we neglect to also foreground our emotions and reactions. Our
fear, doubt, grief, rage, horror, and detachment, our shivers and shakes, and our
paralysis and frenzy lay bare our humanity when we are confronted with the
cruelty, despair, and suffering that humans can inflict on each other.
‘[A]n awareness of a (privileged) position before entering the field may be
helpful, but a reflection upon experiences during fieldwork can show how
such a position is negotiated, questioned, or challenged’ (CarstensenEgwuom 2014, 269). The value of turning a critical eye to ourselves as objects
of inquiry persists even when the people around us are enduring pain and
hardship, and even when our participants have few avenues to alter their
circumstances in contrast to the privilege we benefit from as researchers.
Accounting for the imbalanced power relations embedded in encounters with
our research participants is critical in sensitive contexts where the potential
for harm is elevated. Moreover, this strengthens the research's validity and
enhances the possibility for transformative change (Ackerly and True 2008;
Berry, Chávez Argüelles, and Cordis et al. 2017; Pacheco-Vega and Parizeau
2018; Yassour-Borochowitz 2012).
Shame around mental health adds to the weight of positivist values prevalent in academia – maintain a professional distance, assure objectivity,
avoid bias – which stifle our empathy and constrain our ability to articulate
and name what we see, hear, do, and feel as we gather information (Calgaro
2015; Tamas 2008). Breaking the silence around researcher trauma, rather
than being unscientific or self-indulgent, permits clarity in the theories,
concepts, and methods we develop to make sense of violence as a social
phenomenon. Indeed, encounters with trauma can be edifying, fortifying us
as researchers and as people as we strive to disrupt and dismantle violence.
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But this fortification requires guidance and support. While mental health
professionals tend to benefit from peer and clinical supervision and regular
debriefing sessions, these formal structures are largely absent from social
science research design and practice, including when the research focus is
violence and all or part of the research process unfolds in a violent context.
University ethics protocols for social science draw primarily from biomedical
research and prioritise physical over mental harm and research participants
over the researcher (Astill 2018; Calgaro 2015). Additionally, there are not
widespread guidelines for supervising students doing sensitive or dangerous
research (Dominey-Howes 2015), nor for training researchers to respond to
participants’ aggressive, emotional, or inappropriate reactions (YassourBorochowitz 2012). Meanwhile, as our social world becomes more violent
and conflictive, social scientists are increasingly identifying exposure to
traumatic material as a poorly managed occupational hazard with ‘potentially
catastrophic’ consequences (Dominey-Howes and Drozdzewski 2016).
The present article emerges directly out of fieldwork I did in San Salvador, El
Salvador in 2018 as part of my PhD on how fear and trauma manifest and become
defining characteristics of chronically violent urban landscapes. The people I met,
the stories they shared, and the ordinary and extraordinary realities of living
amidst so much violence made a searing imprint on me despite having lived in
San Salvador with my Salvadoran partner before beginning the study and having
worked on violence and precarity for more than a decade. The five main sections
of this paper – Breaking, Reviewing, Interfering, Coping, and Building – reflect the
journey I have undertaken towards feeling whole again: recognising and articulating my distress; searching for guidance and support in literature, particularly in
studies of violence; identifying shortcomings in existing practice and protocols;
developing tools and strategies to manage my exposure to traumatic material; and
harnessing my knowledge and indignation to spur healing and action to develop
a trauma-informed ethics of care. After briefly defining secondary and vicarious
trauma from a clinical perspective, I begin at a key moment in my work in San
Salvador, a point when the violence around me began to assume forms that were
harder for me to integrate into how I understand the world around me.
Defining
Mental health professionals who work on trauma acknowledge the risk they
face of experiencing secondary traumatic stress and vicarious trauma as
a result of exposure to their clients’ traumatic material (Baird and Kracen
2006; Coles, Astbury, and Dartnell et al. 2014; Pearlman and Mac Ian 1995;
Whitt-Woosley and Sprang 2018). Following a triggering event, therapists
pass through three stages. The first is controlling the crisis, which is followed
by the ‘safety phase,’ or finding a place for the traumatic material in one’s
cognitive model of the world. The final phase is either successful assimilation

4

A. MARKOWITZ

or the development of secondary traumatic stress disorder, at which point
‘attempts at integration stop, and survivorship is no longer actively pursued’
(Canfield 2005, 86).1 Secondary traumatic stress, like burnout, is characterised by ‘intrusive imagery, hyperarousal, and avoidance’ (Whitt-Woosley
and Sprang 2018, 477), but is the result of encounters with shocking material
rather than excessive workload (Newell and MacNeil 2010). Vicarious
trauma, in contrast, is about meaning rather than symptoms: ‘as a result of
chronic exposure to the realities of trauma, therapists are changed’ (Canfield
2005, 87), and grief, rage, and outrage dissolve into sorrow, desensitisation,
and loss (ibid, 83).
Certain factors may exacerbate the effects of secondary trauma and muddle
the process of healing (Calgaro 2015), both for clinicians and researchers. First is
not recognising secondary trauma for what it is (Dominey-Howes 2015). Second
is the inability to seek help, referred to as ‘John Wayne Syndrome’ (Canfield
2005). Isolation is another issue, for example, when the strategies that participants use to cope with violence are unavailable to the researcher because they are
based on religious or other systems of beliefs and values that the researcher does
not share (Warden 2013). Hearn talks about the difficulties of ‘transfers of
medium’ – from notebook or audio/video recorder to digital format, from
field notes to written narratives, etc. – conceding that, ‘when physically writing
up this research, I have broken down and cried at the recollection of what this
research is about’ (1998, 56).
Breaking2
In March 2018, I interviewed a Salvadoran artist about his work on violence.
As we discussed a recent project, he recounted seeing the body of a teenage
girl that had been disinterred, raped, and left on the ground of the cemetery
where she had been buried the previous day. ‘I remember the colour of her
dress, the texture of the fluids on her body,’ he told me. There was an
anguished pause. ‘I’ve only told my wife, a friend, and you. It’s been years
and I still see her.’
El Salvador is one of the most violent countries on earth, but despite my
knowledge of the country and its violence, I struggled to respond to the artist in
the moment, shunting aside my reactions to ensure that he felt heard and that
our conversation remained centred on him. Afterwards, overwhelmed with
disgust and unease, I told myself that what the artist described had to be an
aberration – an exceptionally violent incident, even in an exceptionally violent
place.
But then, in the following weeks, I heard versions of the same story about
different bodies in different places from different people. I came to understand
that these stories were more about tactics than necrophilia: Salvadoran gangs use
the rape of a corpse to taunt or exact revenge upon the family and community of
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the victim, tainting and deforming their grief and ratcheting up the ongoing
conflicts amongst the gangs, and between the gangs and the Salvadoran state.
A play I saw in San Salvador, El Fenómeno (‘the phenomenon’), depicted this
tactic, though I failed to recognise it for what it was, assuming the victim was
drugged or unconscious. Now, months later, I was realising that the rest of the
audience, for whom this violence was part of their milieu, did not make the same
mistake.
All of this heightened my awareness of and sensibility to violence, and the
more time I spent in the field, the more the stories and images of violence
piled up. I had nightmares that turned into sleepless nights, and despite being
exhausted I remained unable to rest. I took impulsive decisions to regain
some agency amidst circumstances that felt beyond my control. Normally an
extrovert, I often preferred to be alone, and apart from an occasional thrill of
warmth or wonder, the lustre of the world around me faded.
As I discerned these changes, I looked for information about managing
stress and came across a seemingly endless number of blog posts and popular
health pieces about wellness and the importance of ‘self-care’ as both preventive and palliative. Treat yourself to something nice, some recommended.
Practice gratitude, make sure you sleep enough, avoid sugar and processed
foods, spend time in calming environments. At first, all of this advice seemed
innocuous: not harmful, if not always helpful. As I lurched from one
unsettled day to the next, however, it began to feel ill-fitted, a neo-liberal
and patronising conception of care that obscured the distress I felt, directed
me away from the support I needed, and was only accessible to the privileged few.
Around this time, I received an email from a friend who has worked on
mindfulness for years. ‘All moments and feelings are born neutral,’ she wrote,
‘and all moments and feelings are beautiful.’ She expressed wonder at ‘the
great fortune we have to be alive and feel, see, hear, taste, touch, and breathe.’
I imagined how my research participants, many of whom navigate daily
threats of violence, could integrate this guidance into their lives without
the time, space, or emotional support I had to reflect.
My agitation pursued me back to London where I took time off. Once
I tried to watch a film to distract myself, but the film’s negative foreshadowing unsettled me and I had an agonising night struggling to keep my
mounting panic at bay. When I got my hair cut, the stylist commented
that my hair had grown during the months I was away and asked how my
trip went. Without my meaning or wanting it, a torrent of horrific stories
streamed out of me. I watched people’s eyes widen behind me in the mirror.
A few days later, I read Theidon’s (2014) article on researching and writing
about violence. In the article, she recalls a dinner party where a guest asked how
her trip went when the ‘trip’ in question was a difficult period of fieldwork in
Peru. ‘I was full of war stories, and several sentences came rushing out before
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I realized my listeners were all silent,’ she writes. ‘Some looked uncomfortable,
others a bit stricken. It felt as though I suddenly came to, and abruptly stopped
speaking. Very embarrassed, I quickly added that Peru is a beautiful country
with fabulous food’ (1). In the process of speaking with colleagues as she was
researching for the article, Theidon realised that, ‘the dinner party moment
became a leitmotif’ (ibid).
Tentatively, I began reaching out to other people who study violence and
mentioning that I was finding my fieldwork more difficult than I had
expected. Alluding to my struggles threw open the floodgates. Everyone, it
turned out, had their own stories. I heard about nightmares, insomnia,
compulsive exercise, benders of all kinds, addiction, and the straining and
splitting of relationships with friends, relatives, and lovers. Several people
showed me their tattoos, attempts to give a physical form to their distress and
indelible reminders of pain and suffering they had witnessed. Others told me
they had abandoned researching violence altogether, with one explaining
simply that, ‘The work damaged my spirit.’
Despite the apparent prevalence of emotional difficulties in the field,
however, most of us had received little formal guidance about research
challenges in violent contexts prior to undertaking fieldwork, and more
experienced researchers confessed to often feeling unsure about how to
support and supervise others. We all knew that our institutions had a ‘duty
of care,’ especially to PhD students and early career researchers, but it was
unclear what that meant for research on violence. In the risk assessment that
I completed for my institution, I was asked to consider earthquakes, volcanic
eruptions, floods, mosquito-borne illnesses, crime, and more, and I wrote
thousands of words about them because they were valid concerns that
I needed to take into account prior to spending a prolonged period in El
Salvador. I also spelled out, in detail, the measures I would take to protect my
research participants’ personal information, per the requirements of the EU’s
General Data Protection Regulation, or GDPR. But,
on not one occasion has the [ethics] documentation I have completed noted that ‘I’
the researcher might experience some form of traumatic response. Never has the
process asked me what I might do to anticipate and monitor for emotional trauma
working with such material or what I might do to protect myself from emotional
harm. (Dominey-Howes 2015, 56, italics in original)

When I wrote about my experience publicly for the first time in December 2018,
I was inundated with reactions to my post. ‘Researcher trauma is something I’ve
been trying to find ways to talk about, but I feel shrouded in shame about it,’ one
person admitted. Another person shared her hopes that, ‘These sorts of conversations must become the norm in both academic and clinical circles so that
we as researchers and clinicians do not internalize and perpetuate the violence
we are attempting to understand, dismantle, and heal.’ Almost every week in the
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months that have passed since then, someone has contacted me looking for
resources, guidance, or a sympathetic ear, a testament to the failure to address
the harms that can come to us in our work and the need for communities and
structures of support.
Over time, I have come to understand that, ‘Anticipating a range of
emotions and not ignoring how doing the fieldwork feels are effective
means of developing both resilience and coping strategies in the field’
(Punch 2012, 88). Plus, by unpacking the encounters that happen in
a place, ‘it may become possible to rewrite our affective orientation, to
change the energies that circulate between bodies and the interactions that
drive (and are in turn driven by) them’ (Williams and Boyce 2013, 911).
Reviewing
Reading Theidon’s (2014) article pointed me towards the small sub-section of
social science methods literature that reflects on and prepares researchers for
the particular challenges that often surface while we investigate ‘sensitive’
topics. The issues that tend to feature in work on violence are ethics,
difficulties accessing people and places, the absence or unreliability of data,
and risks to researchers’ and participants’ physical health and safety.
Research ethics and the requirements of university ethics committees or
institutional review boards (IRB) figure prominently in this literature
(Rodrigues 2014). While researchers have an obligation to minimise the
possibility of harm, ethics committees often require us to secure explicit
approval from relevant authorities, which could put these authorities or the
people working alongside them at risk. Alternately, especially for research on
grass roots activists, the authorities from whom the researcher must seek
permission may be repressing activists, creating a conflict of interest and
potentially amplifying the activists’ exposure to risk (Pearce and Loubere
2017). Revealing identities or activities could have consequences, especially if
researchers, with our formal interviews, consent forms, conspicuous notetaking, and use of cameras or recording equipment, are suspected of being
intelligence or law enforcement agents (Malthaner 2014, 188). This may limit
potential respondents from being able or willing to participate or to sustain
their participation over time, especially in an unstable or rapidly changing
context (Parkinson and Wood 2015).
This amounts to a tension between ethical requirements around transparency
and the obligation to protect participants (Pearce and Loubere 2017). Rodrigues
(2014) distinguishes between deceit, or the unacceptable intentional misleading of
participants or authorities, and deception, or potentially acceptable less-than-full
disclosure. Sluka, for example, declined to disclose his work with paramilitaries in
Northern Ireland to other members of the community. He also expressed sympathy to the plight of his participants when speaking with them while presenting
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himself as ‘a neutral social scientist’ to authorities (2012, 318). ‘Not being forthcoming about the true nature of the research (or the researcher), especially when
dealing with authorities, thus becomes a means of protecting subjects from official
scrutiny’ (Rodrigues 2014, 12).
Disclosure may also affect the recruitment of participants. Snowballing in
particular may produce good data by enabling the researcher to create an
expectation of confidence (Cohen and Arieli 2011), but it can undermine
efforts to protect the identity of participants (Malthaner 2014). In addition, as
Baird acknowledges in his work on researching violent young men in
Colombia, snowballing made him feel ‘more at risk because of being pulled
into less familiar contexts with subjects unknown by the accompanying
community organisation’ (2009, 75).
This relates to access, another frequent methodological issue in sensitive
contexts and one that tends to supersede concerns about sampling (Renzetti
and Lee 1993, 101). Since violence frays social fabric and erodes trust
(Robben and Nordstrom 1995), building rapport is a primary means for
researchers to gain access. While Adler argues that ‘the significance of fieldwork lies in how close researchers can get to the phenomena … not how they
sustained distance from the data’ (1990, 97 quoted in Warden 2013, 154),
academic etiquette demands that we maintain sufficient professional distance
from participants. Gatekeepers are often essential to securing access, and in
very dangerous situations, the researcher may require protection from
powerful actors (Jacobs 2006). Accepting assistance with access or protection,
however, suggests that we have taken sides, or at least determined which
actors have the power to access or protect (Pearce and Loubere 2017).
I encountered this dilemma in San Salvador and ultimately opted to change
my study site rather than throw my lot in with a particular group.
There is also the issue of the accuracy of the information we collect. Current
and historical conflicts point to contested narratives, hierarchies of blame,
attempts to manipulate or revise information, and the weakening or compromising of institutions that could serve as arbiters (Rodgers 2007). Fujii suggests
broadening what constitutes data to include ‘meta-data’ – rumours, inventions,
denials, evasions, and silences, – or else ‘risk misinterpreting ambiguities, overlooking important details, drawing incorrect conclusions, and leaving informants vulnerable to reprisals for having talked to the researcher’ (2010, 232).
During a visit to a private security company in San Salvador, the director told me
repeatedly that neither he nor his employees had ever had a run-in with a gang.
Later in our conversation, he suddenly remembered that there had indeed been
an incident a couple of years back. ‘Two agents were killed,’ he offered,
unprompted. ‘They got involved with the girlfriends of a gang leader and we
found them with their hands cut off.’ I raised my eyebrows and continued to look
at him. ‘That’s what happens when you touch something you shouldn’t have,’ he
explained matter-of-factly.
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Finally, undertaking fieldwork in violent places poses threats to the researcher’s physical safety. Howell (1990) and Sluka (1990) separately brought this issue
to the fore in 1990 by discussing the prevalence of hazards in the field and the
importance of planning in mitigating those hazards (Sluka 2012). Accounts that
focus on physical safety typically detail day-to-day risk mitigation strategies:
meeting participants in safe places to the extent possible, informing others of
our whereabouts, using a mobile phone with a local SIM card and/or a ‘burner’
phone, insuring equipment, carrying minimal cash and copies of documents, etc.
Batty (2018) and Jamieson (2000) also note that contract work – characterised by
quick deadlines, financial pressure, and expectations of significant academic
output – may exacerbate safety risks due to a lack of time at all stages of the
research process. Moreover, limited communication between the researcher and
the funding body may result in the latter not being aware of threats until after
they have materialised. In all situations, even for skilled and experienced
researchers, ‘[T]he unpredictable nature of research in dangerous settings
makes it impossible to foresee and address all scenarios’ (Rodrigues 2014, 12),
attesting to the need for ‘foresight, prior planning, sensible precautions, skilful
manoeuvres and an acute awareness of political sensitivities’ (Sluka 2012, 321).
Mahmood (2007) offers a harrowing cautionary tale, recounting her rape by
multiple men who were attempting to intimidate her out of studying the Sikh
separatist insurgency in Punjab, India in the early 1990s. Based on fieldwork in
Port-au-Prince, Haiti, Kovats-Bernat recommends a ‘localised ethic’ to
determine,
what conversations (and silences) were important, what information was too costly to
life and limb to get to, the amount of exposure to violence considered acceptable, the
questions that were dangerous to ask, and the patterns of behavior that were important
to follow for the safety and security of myself and those around me. (2002, 214)

Conducting fieldwork on sensitive topics requires a critical engagement with
ethics, access, data quality and availability, and physical safety to mitigate
risks to researcher and participant well-being as well as to protect the validity
of the study. We correctly take pains to manage the challenges to our data
collection, but few social scientists have tackled the equally vexing emotional
challenges of sensitive or dangerous research.

Interfering
In an article written 10 years after undertaking fieldwork with violent male
participants in Israel, Yassour-Borochowitz asks, ‘Why did I not write [about
the difficulties I faced] as part of my reflection on myself and my research
process? Why did it take me so long to be able to talk about it in a professional
forum?’ (2012, 410). She further notes that her supervisor ‘knew nothing of all
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these events described in this paper because – despite the very good relationship
we had – I didn’t tell him any of it’ (ibid, 403).
Discounting, neglecting, or glossing over emotional challenges constrains
comprehensive and clear-eyed efforts to prepare for the field, collect and
make sense of data, and remain in one piece. Accounts that do take emotion
into account spotlight three key factors that discourage the inclusion and
normalisation of emotion in research: prevailing positivist views that research
should be objective, incomplete considerations of positionality, and the
professional costs of vulnerability. There is also reluctance to focus on
ourselves in our work as in Dominey-Howes’s admission in the aftermath
of the 1999 Izmit earthquake that he felt ‘great embarrassment that I needed
to discuss my feelings about the horror and devastation and loss around me
when I was just an observer’ (2015, 59).
Anthropologists and sociologists – Jeffrey Sluka, Carolyn Nordstrom,
Antonius C. G. M. Robben, Raymond M. Lee, Claire M. Renzetti, and Jeff
Hearn, among others – were some of the first scholars to write about their
emotions whilst undertaking sensitive fieldwork, in part because ethnographic methods require prolonged periods in the field, increasing the risks
to which researchers are exposed. Feminist researchers are equally ‘in the
“eye of the storm” of research on sensitive topics’ by virtue of their commitment to dissecting gender and power relations (Yassour-Borochowitz 2012,
405; see also Wibben 2016). Both feminist researchers and anthropologists
have largely abandoned the idea that it is possible or even desirable to do
objective, unbiased research, unfurling space to acknowledge feelings around
and reactions to research, including emotional distress. In recent years,
scholars from other fields, especially human geographers like Dale DomineyHowes, Danielle Drozdzewski, and Kate Coddington, have made important
contributions to grappling with the humanity of research on violence or in
contexts of conflict, including explicitly naming researcher secondary and
vicarious trauma as a risk of conducting sensitive research.
In general, however, ‘the push for scientific rigour is almost inescapable’ for
social scientists (Nilan 2002, 369). Political science in particular has implemented stringent data access and research transparency (DA-RT) requirements
(Parkinson and Wood 2015)3 despite concerns from high-profile political scientists that these requirements are ‘insufficiently sensitive to the many complexities of non-quantitative data’ and ‘regrettably silent on the rights and well-being
of human subjects, including confidential informants’ (Powell, Verba, and
Lijphart et al. 2016). Nilan, a sociologist, argues that social scientists frame our
work ‘so as to make certain things disappear – confusion, threats, danger, the
unpredictable, the non-event. A universality of control, objectivity, things going
according to plan is conveyed in neutral, academic prose’ (2002, 370). The result
of this neo-positivist approach to research is that, ‘we have kept (and keep)
ourselves, and more specifically our emotional responses, separate as a matter of
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practice’ (Drozdzewski and Dominey-Howes 2015, 17). In the process of relegating emotions to ‘distortion and noise in the research process rather than part
of its potentiality’ (Pullen 2006, 280 quoted in Warden 2013, 165), we devalue
emotional intelligence and coping mechanisms relative to analytical or technical
skills (Hubbard, Backett-Milburn, and Kemmer 2001). This is linked to the
historically low prestige assigned to interpretive research, viewed as subjective
and ‘feminine,’ relative to the scientific and ‘masculine’ production of positivist
knowledge (Haraway 1988; Oakley 2000).
Believing that meaning and knowledge are socially constructed makes it
easier for the stories and narratives of fieldwork to ‘hijack’ a researcher’s
mind (Creek 2012, 276). ‘[T]he emotional messiness and tensions produced
in responses to (accounts of) violence often result in a collapse of distance
between the researcher and his/her respondents’ (Woon 2013, 34). Hume
offers the instructive example of sitting beside a man convicted of killing his
partner. The man rationalised his actions – beating his partner until she lost
consciousness and then burying her alive – causing Hume to feel ‘nauseated
by what he was saying and uncomfortable that he was physically so close to
me’ (2007, 151).
The meanings that researchers construct of violence and the extent to
which we judge someone as victim or victimiser inform how we respond to
the violence itself and to the people involved (ibid). The fact that the man in
Hume’s work rationalised what he did does not mean that thinking about or
telling his story did not affect him, or that he had never been the victim of
violence himself. Indeed, ‘in many environments marked by complex and
multiple forms of violence, individuals and groups are often simultaneously
the victims and purveyors of violent acts’ (Pearce and Loubere 2017, 17). In
addition to managing our own responses to violence, then, researchers must
also consider if we have ‘encouraged respondents to re-live difficult experiences and then abandoned them to come to terms with their distress alone’
(Letherby 2000, 101). Moreover, though ethical guidelines advise against
asking participants questions that could harm them, ‘To not ask might
seem like denying them certain facets of their lives, like not wanting to
hear’ (Woon 2013, 39). There are also concerns about ‘inadvertently increasing danger to vulnerable people, or disrespecting the rights and voices of the
people we seek to study and help’ (Ali 2017, 2).
In a focus group discussion with unlicensed traders in a suburb of San
Salvador, I asked the participants to draw a picture of their day. The first
person who explained her drawing smiled as she recalled how her children
play together and the good-natured conversation they have, but she faltered as
she described working at the market. Suddenly, tears rolled down her face. ‘I
had a horrific experience,’ she choked out, her voice muffled and breaking, ‘but
by the grace of God I’m still here, I resolved the problem.’ Nearly all of the
participants wept in the ensuing discussion, which spanned financial precarity,
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homelessness, violence, and raising children amidst vulnerability and threat.
‘It’s no longer just my fears but what I fear for my kids,’ another person said,
justifying why her children were forbidden from leaving the house not in the
company of a tight circle of trusted adults. ‘We have no hope of having a decent
life, but you always keep going, right?’ She brushed her tears away with her
hands, looked down, and wiped her hands on her apron.
Accounting for our positionality – who and what we are in our research and
vis-à-vis our research participants – is often limited to social categories including
age, nationality, gender, and ethnicity, leaving lived experience to recede into the
background. Like trauma therapists, researchers are expected to have already
resolved any personal issues that might inhibit our ability to complete the tasks
at hand prior to beginning our work (Astill 2018; Canfield 2005). Sometimes
these issues are unexpected, however, as in Lankshear’s research in a hospital
maternity ward, a setting which in itself is ‘not dangerous, but which may pose
an emotional danger to a researcher because of their individual life experience’
(2000, 72). Collecting data in the ward – the one in which she delivered both of
her children – prompted painful realisations related to one of her children’s
learning disabilities. Hume, an anthropologist from Northern Ireland who grew
up during the Troubles and researches violence, states that,
[M]y own background has not only shaped the questions that I ask but will invariably
nuance the interpretations that I offer. It suggests that by living in a context of political
violence, I had become attuned to the discourses concerning its rationale and logic.
Whether I chose to believe in this rationale or not is irrelevant. I had become
accustomed to the violence in my life and regarded it as normal. (2007, 153)

Another significant impediment to a frank exploration of emotion in research is
the professional cost of emotional vulnerability in academia. Related to the prevalent view that academic research should be ‘about bringing an unemotional
stance to the “object” under examination’ (Hearn 1998, 56), researchers are largely
expected to maintain a professional distance from participants to safeguard against
‘over-identifying with the individual or group under study and forgoing the
academic role’ (Hubbard, Backett-Milburn, and Kemmer 2001, 120). Jipson and
Litton (2000), who work on extremism, endure colleagues’ allegations that they
have ‘gone native’ and have come to identify with the extremists who participate in
their research. Such accusations can raise doubts about academic competence and
delay tenure or promotions. Likewise, expressing vulnerability or uncertainty can
carry consequences. A charity rejected my funding application in 2018 because ‘the
successful candidates were carrying out less risky fieldwork that was more fully
developed methodologically.’ Their perspective belies a lack of understanding
about work on violence: ‘If we are to work in dangerous fields, we must begin
with a fundamental shift in how methodology is defined – not as a rigid or fixed
framework for the research but, rather, as an elastic, incorporative, integrative, and
malleable practice’ (Kovats-Bernat 2002, 210, italics in original). For some
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researchers, it may be preferable to ‘hide behind “academic distance”’ (Pearce and
Loubere 2017, 19) as a means of protection, especially in unfamiliar or threatening
contexts (Nilan 2002). There may also be an element of machismo, a presumption
that researchers must ‘earn our stripes’ to gain entry into the academy and so
difficulties in fieldwork are an inherent part of the process (Dominey-Howes 2015;
Pollard 2009). A friend of mine studying in a criminology department recalled
a colleague asking, ‘Have you seen your first dead body yet?’
Lastly, writing ourselves into our research may be viewed as ‘grossly selfindulgent’ (Letherby 2000, 107), a type of ‘“sensational journalism” in order to
deal with your own personal problems’ (ibid, 106). In revealing our difficulties,
researchers invite charges of de-centring the lives and experiences of our
research participants in favour of our own. This is especially problematic ‘in
dangerous environments where [participants’] engagement in the research has
the potential to cause harm to them and their communities’ (Pearce and Loubere
2017, 13) and when researchers enjoy privileges that the participants do not
(Ackerly and True 2008; Berry, Chávez Argüelles, and Cordis et al. 2017;
Pacheco-Vega and Parizeau 2018; Yassour-Borochowitz 2012). Indeed, ‘focussing even momentarily on our own “secondary” trauma over that of our research
subjects is rather inconceivable’ (Drozdzewski 2015, 31). During a focus group
discussion with young men in San Salvador, I asked participants to draw something that made them feel unsafe or uncomfortable and something else that
made them feel the opposite. At the top of a sheet of paper, one young man
wrote, ‘my insecurity,’ and underneath that, ‘in my neighbourhood, in my
house, in the park, the fucking police, everywhere.’ Putting the sheet aside, he
took another, uncapped a marker, and stared anxiously at the blank paper,
paralysed by his inability to think of any place or time where he ever felt safe.
I think about him every day.
Coping
In his 1998 study on men and violence, Hearn notes that, ‘Studying violence
and being against violence does not mean distancing oneself from violence’
(1998, 53). This section is about coping with violence, specifically, how
I coped and what researchers can learn from ‘helping professionals’ (WhittWoosley and Sprang 2018): therapists, first responders, humanitarian or
development workers, and others who acknowledge the risk of trauma in
their work. The strategies and tools they are developing, evaluating, and
codifying to manage trauma are instructive, providing insight into what
a trauma-informed ethics of care could look like.
Based on his work on terrorism in Mindanao in the Philippines, Woon argues
that ‘informed empathy’ is the lynchpin of successful fieldwork, ‘the uneasy (third)
space’ of identifying with participants while maintaining outsider status (2013, 32).
Hume, for example, recalls one of her research participants in El Salvador
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contending that rape was an invention by sexually active or promiscuous women.
Hume debated whether to ‘listen critically to his narrative to glean a perception of
how he understands and recognises different types of violence’ or whether that
would legitimate his view (2007, 151).
Often we don’t want to relate to these people, it’s uncomfortable to try to get inside
their heads and understand their realities, but we should not fool ourselves into
thinking that we can conduct research on the reproduction of violence without
talking with violent people. (Pearce and Loubere 2017, 20)

These encounters can provoke unbidden visceral reactions and what Robben and
Nordstrom term ‘existential shock’: ‘a disorientation about the boundaries between
life and death, which appear erratic rather than discrete’ (1995, 13). The disorientation can become a critical juncture, a point or a period from which the
researcher can draw a line separating before and after. It can trigger the onset of
‘a whole range of social, physical and psychological effects, pains and aches’ (Hearn
1998, 57; see also Dominey-Howes 2015). Reflecting on interviews with victims,
Pearce admits that, ‘you come away from those conversations feeling totally helpless, angry and completely overwhelmed with the level of cruelty human beings are
capable of’ (Pearce and Loubere 2017, 21). A study of trauma therapists in 2000
found that almost all participants believed that images or descriptions of graphic
violence would remain with them forever (Canfield 2005, 97).
This shock can blur researchers’ categorisations of participants and other
known people as victims or victimisers. Hearn (1998) describes hearing
participants speak emotionally about their own victimisation and then speaking unemotionally or less emotionally about victimising others, and Woon
(2013) recalls learning that a participant and friend in the Philippines joined
an armed paramilitary group and was personally responsible for many
deaths. Warden (2013) reports being disorientated by participants appearing
to banalise violence in her work on trafficking in Guatemala, making her
question her own intense responses. A young man told me that he was
picked up and brutalised by the Salvadoran police for being at the scene of
violent protests and then left bleeding and bruised on the street in an
‘opposition zone,’ an area controlled by a gang in conflict with the gang
that is dominant in his neighbourhood. ‘Normally that’s a death sentence,
right? But the guys just kicked the shit out of me and left me on the street. It
was fucking awesome,’ he concluded, marvelling at his good luck. Later that
night, I saw a body on the street and wondered if it had to do with the gangs
and whether to call the police. I did call in the end, but felt unconvinced that
it was the right thing to do as the young man’s story rattled around my head.
To prevent, prepare for, and cope with secondary and vicarious trauma,
social scientists can learn from helping professionals. Literature by and for
these professions engages with trauma as a matter of course. Whitt-Woosley
and Sprang (2018) at the Center on Trauma and Children at the University
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of Kentucky, for example, define and evaluate potential risk and protective
factors before, during, and after being in places where exposure to traumatic
content is likely, both from the perspective of individuals and organisations.
Pearlman and Mac Ian (1995) examine how almost 200 trauma therapists
were affected by exposure to their clients’ traumatic material and find that
newer therapists and therapists who were trauma survivors themselves
needed extra support, though people without personal histories of trauma
were also affected. Baird and Kracen (2006) look at similar factors – personal
history of trauma, coping style, supervision, and amount of exposure to
traumatic material – in all doctoral theses and research published in
English between 1994 and 2003 to assess the impact of these factors on the
development of secondary and vicarious trauma. Coles, Astbury, and
Dartnell et al. (2014, 95) did a qualitative evaluation of the trauma experiences of researchers from different countries who work on sexual violence,
concluding that, ‘Institutions and organizations researching in this area
should consider research safety in project design.’
In preparation for a focus group discussion with Salvadoran artists about how
they represent fear, a participant sent me a video he took, which he prefaced
with, ‘One of the cruder ones.’ In it, a man bends down on the side of the road
and stands up again holding a severed head. I started shaking as I watched it,
overcome with nausea, and forced myself to stay awake that night terrified by the
nightmares that might await me. Realising that I could hardly function, much
less facilitate a focus group discussion, I reached out to Sandra Olarte-Hayes,
a close friend and trauma therapist in Austin, Texas, in a plea for help. She
recommended first that I talk about what I had encountered in sensory detail as
soon as possible to create a coherent narrative of what happened. She also
mentioned rituals and grounding practices. ‘I used to carry rocks [in my pocket]
and hold them when I was being exposed to traumatic content,’ she told me. ‘I
would hold the rock and play with it and imagine that the information I was
taking in was passing through me and into the rock, and then at the end of
the day I would bury it in the earth.’ She explained to me that fear and strong
emotions trigger fight, flight, or freeze responses in the brain and that it was
essential to find simple and quick ways of engaging logic and reason to counter
those instincts, like counting by twos or naming the colours around me. I did
both in the focus group discussion two days later, wrapping a scarf around my
neck to symbolically protect myself and scouring it as soon as I returned home.
I recalled Sandra’s words to steady myself: ‘your response is a normal response to
something scary and inhumane and not okay.’
Humanitarian aid and disaster response professionals offer psychosocial
support guidelines for employees and volunteers in crisis zones. The
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC),
for example, recommends specific types of assistance before, during, and
after a crisis. First, workers must have ‘solid information about the tasks at
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hand, about stress and how to cope with emotional reactions to difficult
situations,’ enabling helpers to ‘detect their own reactions’ and know where
to seek support if necessary (Snider 2012, 16). IFRC also advises having
contingency plans in place prior to arriving in a crisis zone. During
a crisis, workers should be monitored and supported to ensure that they
work in reasonable conditions for a reasonable number of hours each day,
and that they have regular meetings with supervisors and access to peer
support or buddy systems (ibid). Afterwards is a time to reflect and determine if and what kinds of support helpers may require over time. Moreover,
‘volunteers need appraisal of their work and signs from others that they and
their work have been valued’ (ibid) through formal or informal events,
ceremonies, rituals, or other forms or recognition (ibid, 44).
IFRC’s guidance parallels language from research undertaken by the
Headington Institute (HI) in California, which ‘partners with humanitarian relief
and development organizations and emergency responders before, during, and
after deployment in order to ensure the wellbeing of individuals,’ according to their
website. Through their work with many organisations across various contexts, HI
is developing the Headington Institute Resilience Inventory (HIRI) to assess the
factors that may enable humanitarian aid workers to be more resilient: adaptability,
spirituality, emotional regulation, behavioural regulation, physical fitness, sense of
purpose, and life satisfaction (Nolty 2015). HIRI is still a new initiative, but
preliminary findings point to a link between physical fitness and executive functioning (Bosch 2017).
The Sexual Violence Research Initiative (SVRI) in South Africa published
guidelines for researchers targeting the organisational, project, and individual levels. The guidelines advocate for ‘an organisational atmosphere that
recognises that sexual and intimate partner violence research will have an
impact on researchers’ (Billings, Cohen, and Coles et al. 2015, 11) and for
supervisors to be ‘able to recognise vicarious trauma in staff members and
themselves’ (ibid, 12). On an individual level, SVRI advises researchers to
have safety plans in place, build strong relationships with colleagues to
avoid feeling isolated, allow for space and time between encounters with
traumatic content, lead a healthy lifestyle, and look for humour where
possible (ibid, 13). They stress the importance of resolving logistical uncertainties like accommodation, food, and transportation so that these issues
do not exacerbate the inherent difficulties of the work, and to train
researchers to respond to a variety of reactions from participants (ibid, 14).
Journalists covering conflicts or disasters are also vulnerable to secondary and
vicarious trauma and some news outlets have developed in-house support services
to meet journalists’ needs. Reuters, for example, is working to de-stigmatise stress
and mental illness so employees can confide in their managers about difficulties
they are experiencing. Additionally, there is a 24-hour trauma hotline available to
any Reuters employee or family member. Dean Yates, who was the bureau chief in
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Baghdad when two Reuters employees were killed in an attack by a U.S. Apache
helicopter, is the new Head of Journalist Mental Health and Well-being, a position
he came to after his own struggles with post-traumatic stress and depression led
him to an in-patient psychiatric ward (Yates 2016).
The aim in reflecting on the strategies that helping professionals employ is
to develop a social science ‘ethics of care’ (Eriksen and Ditrich 2015) such
that, over time, we learn to recognise our physical and emotional vulnerabilities and limits rather than suppressing them or passing judgment on how
we react. A trauma-informed ethics of care would build in extra time for
talking and reflecting, undertaking activities that soothe and delight us, and
disconnecting (ibid). This may mean we take time off or physically get away
from our work, which funders and supervisors should expect and account for
(Dominey-Howes 2015). Cristosal, a Salvadoran human rights organisation,
produced a report on the challenges of community development in violent
contexts which acknowledges that, ‘the issue of safety and the actions necessary to guarantee it absorb significant time, money, and human resources.
This often means that projects do not meet deadlines or agreed-upon goals’
(Aguilar Umaña, Golcher Stone, and Bolaños 2016, 80, my translation). If
and when we make changes to our planned methods as a result, these
changes may entail ‘compromises that depart from the textbook portrayal
of ideal research practice’ (Brewer 1993, 127). A trauma-informed ethics of
care would embrace that.
When I returned to San Salvador after some time away, I had a strategy to
manage my exposure to traumatic material, which I refined day by day. The
first of its three components was finding other people doing similar work and
knowing that they were willing to listen to me fumble for words to describe
difficult experiences. Second, I aimed to keep some energy in reserve so as to
avoid what the American Psychological Association calls the ‘fatigue point,’
the place at which intended performance continues to rise while actual
performance plunges (Williamson 2018). After unknowingly blowing
through my limits and dealing with the fallout for months after my first
round of fieldwork, I was learning to consciously approach my edge. The
unpredictability of the field meant that sometimes I catapulted past fatigue,
but I mostly avoided the symptoms that plagued me earlier in my work.
When I took time off, I reminded myself that, ‘care work is work. It is not
self-indulgent; it is radical and necessary’ (Mountz et al. 2015, 4 quoted in
Drozdzewski and Dominey-Howes 2015, 20).
Finally, I practised two grounding exercises every day. At night before bed,
I observed how I was breathing and pictured myself tracing my breaths in my
head. As the ragged lines became straight, I tried to retain each inhale and
exhale, seeing the rhombuses and parallelograms take shape behind my eyes.
Once I settled into a pattern, I imagined outlining it over and over again,
thick black lines becoming steady and solid. The second exercise varied
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depending on what I encountered during the day. If I needed time away from
my thoughts, I meditated on my senses in the moment: five things I could
see, four things I could hear, three things I could feel, two things I could
smell, and one that I could taste. Otherwise, I pictured myself in the woods
alongside running water and imagined unspooling each thought from my
mind, placing it onto a leaf, and watching the leaf drift downstream.
Sometimes the thoughts seemed tethered to something, stubborn in their
refusal to float away, and then the scene around me would transform and
I was by a still pond filled with lily pads. My thoughts were stationary, but at
least I could observe them and find beauty and serenity around me.
Building
‘[V]enturing into traumatic content and places [strengthens] our capacity
to be reflexive in the research process’ (Drozdzewski and Dominey-Howes
2015, 20), and so it was that experiencing secondary trauma left me
stunned by the tenacity and vitality of places and people at constant risk
of harm. ‘[T]he fact that I’ve experienced fear, and experienced the risk of
violence to my body, it gives me a sense of what violence is about,’ Pearce
says. ‘[I]t’s a shared experience with the people who I’m researching on
and with…[that] allows me to produce a more honest theoretical representation that is grounded in the lived experiences of violence’ (Pearce
and Loubere 2017, 12). Rather than carefully maintaining professional
distance, we can harness empathy – with people who have both suffered
and inflicted violence – to co-produce knowledge that is critical and
transformative, unsnarling the structures and systems that countenance
and uphold suffering (Jones and Ficklin 2012; Tamas 2008). Moreover,
‘Ignoring or repressing feelings about research is more likely to produce
distortion of data, rather than clarity’ (Lee-Treweek 2000, 128).
Reflecting on her rape and its aftermath, Mahmood (2007) asks, ‘[W]hat does
one do with that deeply, literally visceral memory?’ Many of the people who do
dangerous or sensitive research are driven by a sense of moral obligation to
contribute to change and of solidarity with people who suffer (Baillie Smith and
Jenkins 2012). As a result, some scholars have turned to participatory action
research and activism as a way of finding greater meaning in our work and
disrupting an unacceptable status quo (Klocker 2015; Loperena 2016). Ali,
a scholar of violence against girls, writes that her work in Cairo
reinforced my determination to engage in activism against the corruption of the
system that did not protect these children…and the rare successes I have had in
assisting children to improve their circumstances have served as a kind of antidote
to the guilt and helplessness that are the inevitable result of not being able to help
so many of the children I have met during my research. (2017, 4)
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Despite some colleagues’ initial objections to her growing activism on the
grounds that she would lose her academic distance, universities’ emphasis on
‘research impact’ is creating space for thoughtful engagement, not just professional or academic disengagement.
In January 2019, I organised a workshop on researcher trauma, which
included sessions on defining and managing vicarious trauma, supervising
students undertaking dangerous or sensitive research, and recalibrating risk
and ethics for work on violence. Some 25 participants from 10 institutions
debated how to devolve trust, not just risk, to supervisors, while affirming the
importance of peer supervision and other supportive relationships with
people who are not evaluating our work. We envisioned ethics approval as
an iterative process rather than a set of protocols and identified
a ‘vulnerability paradox’: too much protection can hinder important research,
but not enough protection increases risks and liability. Our institutions, we
agreed, play a key role in enacting a trauma-informed ethics of care. To
complement the necessary assessments of physical risks to our research
participants and ourselves, ethics protocols can provide basic information
about trauma and require ‘that researchers reflect on how they will protect
themselves and the research team from or mitigate the risk of vicarious
trauma’ (Billings, Cohen, and Coles et al. 2015, 15). Processes like these
could contribute to normalising considerations of emotions and mental
health at the institutional level and catalysing conversations with supervisors
and peers such that these topics meld into every facet of research ethics and
practice. In so doing, we strengthen our capacity to illuminate paths towards
healing, seeking out light and levity amidst sometimes stifling darkness.
My process of assimilating secondary trauma has unearthed ways to see
beyond the negative, the painful, and the unsettling. Sandra, the trauma
therapist, describes this as being ‘able to pick up [the traumatic experience]
and feel it, hold it in that moment and be able to put it down.’ Hearn (1998)
writes about finding a paradoxical positiveness in violence from the possibility of change to non-violence. Engaging with our trauma – bracing ourselves, finding comfort, rejuvenating each other – is a first step.
Notes
1. Beyond the scope of this paper but nonetheless important to call out is the presumption in Western biomedicine that struggling to cope with trauma is indicative of
a ‘disorder’ and that it is the reaction to trauma, not what triggered it, that is
pathological. For more on this, see, for example, Fassin and Rechtman’s (2009) book,
The empire of trauma: An inquiry into the condition of victimhood.
2. Most of this section was published in December 2018 as a blog post.
3. See the Journal Editors’ Transparency Statement (JETS), which was signed by the
editors of almost 30 mostly political science journals in 2014.
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