
 1 

Research in Authoritarian & Repressive Contexts 
 

(Summary of the Final Report of QTD Working Group IV.1) 
 

Eva Bellin, Sheena Chestnut Greitens, Yoshiko Herrera, and Diane Singerman 

 

Forthcoming, Perspectives on Politics  

This version: January 2020  

 

1. Scope of the Report 

Authoritarian and repressive contexts pose distinctive challenges for scholars aiming to deliver on the 
goal of research transparency. In these settings, opinions are not freely exchanged, nor is information 
easily accessed. Locally based interlocutors often face considerable risks – from harassment or threats 
to their job or family members to imprisonment, torture, or worse – if they share information that is 
considered politically sensitive or compromising to the powers-that-be. To generate knowledge, 
achieve real understanding, and stay true to research ethics, scholars operating in these dangerous and 
data-poor environments must place a premium on measures that protect interlocutor confidentiality, 
build networks of trust, clarify contextual meaning, and acknowledge the researcher’s positionality.  

2. Forms of Research Transparency 

Four kinds of transparency prove especially important for effective research in this context.  
Transparency, understood this way, makes research in these environments ethically permissible and 
can provide specific benefits to the discipline. 

• Transparency about Risk to Human Participants/Communities:  Given that local interlocutors 
face significant danger when they share sensitive information with outsiders, commitment to strict 
confidentiality is an inviolable ethical obligation for researchers working in repressive and 
authoritarian contexts.  Researchers must be transparent toward research participants and other 
interlocutors in authoritarian contexts, as well as resolute about the protocol they will observe to 
ensure the safety of their interlocutors, both when they are in the field and when they return “back 
home.” This is essential to sustain the trust necessary to conduct effective research, as well as to 
uphold the paramount research ethic: protection of human subjects. 

• Transparency about the Process of Generating Evidence:  The repressive character of this research 
environment introduces various biases and distortions into the research process. For example, a 
repressive environment can constrain the selection of interviewees, the choice of research 
locations, and even the questions pursued.  Transparency about the research process involves 
being explicit about the procedures adopted and the choices made in collecting data.  To enable 
the research consumer to adjudicate the validity and limitation of the results presented, it is 
essential to describe the inferential challenges faced, the ethical and security challenges 
encountered, and the impact these challenges have had on the selection of interviewees, location, 
choice of questions asked, and interpretation of the data collected. 
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• Transparency about Researcher Positionality:  In authoritarian and repressive contexts, where 
information is not freely shared, the development of networks of personal trust is often essential 
to accessing data. The researcher’s positionality plays an especially pivotal role in shaping the 
research process. Transparency about the researcher’s identity and placement in larger power 
structures is essential to enable the research consumer to evaluate the limitations and validity of 
the data collected in this environment.  

• Transparency as Contextualization:  In environments made opaque by repression, people are 
forced to disguise their true feelings and often resort to code language to convey sensitive views. 
A pause, hesitation, or even the absence of a response may convey as much as the words that are 
actually said. To access the true meaning of the data gathered, the seasoned interpreter must give 
it context. Clarity requires transparency about the research environment and interpretation 
enabled by the researcher's deep understanding of that environment. Verbatim reproduction of 
interview transcripts and other field notes, while they may seem “transparent” to some research 
consumers, will not deliver true understanding. Only contextualization can achieve that. 

3. Costs, Risks, and Limitations 

Transparency is limited by the presence of four major risks when conducting research in authoritarian 
and repressive environments:  

• The Risk of Endangering Interlocutors:  To protect local contacts in this difficult context, 
researchers must strictly protect the confidentiality of their sources.  This ethical obligation comes 
at the cost of data-sharing and transparency in the “evidence-generating” process. That is, it 
forbids the naming of sources, the publication of interview transcripts, and the sharing of field 
notes.  

• The Risk of Generating Distrust: To sustain the networks of trust necessary to generate data (as 
well as protect the safety of interlocutors), researchers must often pursue sensitive issues in an 
indirect and non-threatening way.  This may come at the cost of full transparency of research goals 
and funding sources. 

• The Risk of Unpredictability Over Time:  Regimes in repressive and authoritarian contexts often 
hover in “grey zones,” making it impossible to predict what will be deemed politically sensitive at 
a given time.  In this context of uncertainty, there is no way for interlocutors to provide 
unconditional “informed consent”; researchers bear an obligation to understand and adjust their 
protocols to protect interlocutors as the research environment changes. Again, to meet the higher 
ethic of protecting human subjects, researchers must make compromises on transparency in the 
evidence-generating process. 

• The Risk of Making Immersive Qualitative Work Prohibitively Expensive:  Anonymization and 
redaction of field notes and interview materials have been suggested as methods by which 
researchers might reconcile the goals of interlocutor protection and analytic replication. But 
meticulous redaction of data would be extremely burdensome, would likely be insufficient to 
guarantee the safety of interlocutors, and would also be certain to render much of the data 
misleading due to its de-contextualization. Besides the concern that no amount of “scrubbing” 
identifiers would be sufficient to secure true anonymization of this data, this approach would make 
qualitative work prohibitively expensive, discouraging what is already very challenging research 
and compromising data generation.  
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4. Recommendations 

We therefore offer the following five recommendations for the field in producing and evaluating 
qualitative research that has been carried out in repressive and authoritarian contexts: 

1.  Make the research process transparent and subject to evaluation by having researchers attach a 
short methods appendix to their work that describes the procedures adopted, the choices made in 
collecting data, and the reasoning behind these choices. 

2. Avoid the publication/distribution of “raw data” (field notes, interview transcripts). The validity 
of immersive research in authoritarian and repressive contexts is best checked not though 
“replication” via publication of field notes and interview transcripts but rather through the 
production of more research – independent accounts that confirm or contradict prior research. 
Placing prohibitive barriers on such research only disincentivizes inquiry into authoritarian and 
repressive contexts and shrinks, rather than enlarges, the possibility of checking the validity of the 
research. 

3. Reinforce the credibility of research findings derived from non-replicable interviews and field 
observations by complementing them with other sources of data, both public (speeches, official 
documents, social media) and non-human (historical data, financial data). 

4. Enhance transparency (in the sense of clarity and understanding) by embracing the value of 
immersive fieldwork, and affirming its role in the discipline. 

5. Bolster research ethics by providing explicit incentives to protect the confidentiality and safety of 
interlocutors in the protocols that govern gate-keeping junctures (such as publishing/reviewing 
and prize awards). 


