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1. Introduction

As mentioned in Chapter 3, Sociology of law is a diverse field of study which examines the meaning of law in contemporary society. In this chapter, I use an example from my own fieldwork on the way the Dutch Immigration and Naturalization Department (IND) conducts interviews with asylum applicants in order to assess their asylum claims (Doornbos 2005, 2006). Drawing on interviews and observations of the communication between immigration officers, lawyers, interpreters and asylum applicants, I tried to gain insights into the everyday practice of the interviewing of asylum applicants. I decided to focus on the initial stage of the decision-making process when asylum seekers present their case for the first time. I was particularly interested in the way immigration officers ascertain credibility in encounters with asylum applicants.
In this chapter, I will focus on three dilemmas which are connected to methodological problems that arose during my research. The first dilemma is that of trust and expectations. Asylum seekers find themselves in a vulnerable situation. They may think that cooperation with the researcher might help their legal case, or even worse, that a refusal to cooperate might detriment their case. The vulnerable situation of the respondents places an extra responsibility on the shoulders of the researcher to be very careful in what to ask and what to promise. The second dilemma is that of conflicting perspectives. A researcher may be confronted with different versions of what happened in a case. Asylum seekers may not be very open during their asylum interview. Why should they confide in a researcher and tell him the ‘truth’? The third dilemma is that of the unwelcome research findings. Research findings may have negative consequences for the participants. For instance, the findings may inspire policy makers to adopt a stricter policy towards illegal migrants or asylum seekers. Also, policy makers and politicians may object to the publication of some results, because they reveal failures or contradict policy intentions. What options does a researcher have in those situations? 
These dilemmas are not unique for the field of migration, let alone for my research. In many empirical fieldwork studies researchers have troubles with gaining access to respondents, different perspectives or interfering commissioners. Though not unique, the dilemmas are more significant in migrant studies due to cultural differences, language barriers, the personal stakes of the people involved and the controversial political context. I speak of dilemmas and not of problems, because it is obvious that there are no ready-made solutions to these questions. I certainly would not claim to have found the one and only correct answer in my research. 
2. Studying asylum seekers interviews

My research is interdisciplinary in many ways. Not only knowledge of sociology of law and of asylum law was required, I also needed insights from communication studies, language and translation studies and cultural anthropology. Furthermore, I needed factual information about the situation of refugees in countries like Somalia, Iraq and Bosnia. Since it is impossible for a researcher to meet all those requirements, I searched for a co-researcher who could fill some of the gaps in my own knowledge.  Khalil Shalmashi turned out to be a perfect complementary research partner: he had studied Arabic and Studies of the Middle-East, whereas my background is Sociology of Law. He had a refugee background, which facilitated the contacts with asylum applicants and enabled us to understand conversations in multiple languages. Shalmashi attended most of the IND-interviews in Arabic, Kurdish and Persian while I attended most of the IND-interviews in English and French (90 interviews in total). In the contacts with asylum seekers it was also an advantage that the research was conducted by a team of a man and a woman. 

Our study showed that in examining asylum requests, credibility testing has become a routine assessment. The interviewing officers place a strong emphasis on dates, time, places, and names. Questions concerning these matters also serve as a check on the identity and nationality when the applicant fails to procedure evidence. Adjudicators generally regard the communication process as unproblematic unless claimants lodge serious complaints. However, our study showed that in more than half of the interviews, communication problems affected the fact-finding process, yet, hardly any complaints were expressed. For instance, some officers lacked experience or cultural or political knowledge. Their questions did not connect to the knowledge or understanding of asylum claimants. In many cases (a quarter of the interviews attended), we noticed serious language problems, for instance caused by the use of different dialects. Some interpreters interfered in the interview and posed questions themselves, or they openly discredited the applicant by casting doubt on his origin. The contribution of interviewing officers and interpreters to the interaction remains largely invisible in the written reports that form the basis for the asylum determination decision. Officers tend to attribute communication breakdowns to ‘unwilling’ or ‘non-responsive’ asylum seekers. Furthermore, I concluded that the mutual distrust and adversarial atmosphere in which a few officers conducted some interviews could have adverse effects upon the fact-finding process and the assessment of credibility. These results are consistent with research findings in other western countries (for instance Crawley 1999; Maryns & Blommaert 2001; Rousseau et al. 2002).
3. The dilemma of trust and expectations

In our research, Khalil and I interviewed asylum seekers about their experiences with the IND. It soon appeared to us that some asylum seekers who were willing to cooperate in our research, insisted on serving a lunch before we could interview them. Although we suspected that these people were short of money, these invitations were so kind and hospitable, that it seemed disrespectful to refuse. We on our turn also invited respondents from time to time for drinks or a simple meal in a nearby café or restaurant as to be able to talk freely at a neutral territory, out of sight of the authorities. Of course, we informed our respondents that nothing they said would have a positive or negative influence on their asylum application. Nonetheless, we did wonder from time to time whether the hospitality on the side of the asylum seekers could have been influenced by their wish that we somehow could help them to obtain a residence permit. In the hope to avoid raising expectations, we tried to limit these ‘culinary contacts’ as much as possible. 
Building up trust is a lengthy process, which implies more than the application of ethical principles of informed consent, anonymity and confidentiality (Bloch 2007: 236). The more willing a researcher is in doing something in return for his participants; the more likely they will trust him and confide in him. Although that probably leads to smashing research publications, it may also lead to unethical or antisocial behaviour. When time passes, participants may forget about the aims of the researcher and say things they never would have said in a formal interview setting. Moreover, they may expect friendship that expands the research period. This dilemma of building trust without raising unfounded expectations is not only relevant for research on migrants, but also for other socio-legal research on vulnerable respondents who find themselves in dependent situations, like homeless people or juvenile delinquents. 
As there are no clear guidelines on this subject, each researcher has to draw his own line in deciding what conduct is acceptable and what not. The code of ethics of the International Sociological Association (ISA) only mentions that the consent of research subjects and informants should be obtained in advance.
 Even though the ISA regards payment of informants ‘acceptable in principle’, the code of ethics state that it ‘should be discouraged as far as possible and subject to explicit conditions, with special regard to the reliability of the information provided’.

Issues of trust and expectations are inextricably connected to the way researchers come in contact with their respondents. In our research, we first met our respondents during their meeting with the Immigration Office, therefore running the risk to be depicted as ‘one of them’ (an immigration officer, an interpreter or perhaps a visiting manager). We tried to avoid this by explaining our role and keeping distance from the officer and interpreter present. For instance, we would not sit at the same table, but in a corner of the room instead. A couple of weeks after the interview at the Immigration Office, we contacted our potential interviewees with a letter in their own language, which explained our goal and background. Yet, we experienced a lot of difficulties in gaining access to our respondents. As asylum seekers move from one asylum seekers centre to another, it turned out to be very difficult to locate them. Either they did not receive the letter, or the letter made them suspicious, rather than reassured them. Although the letter clearly stated that we had chosen cases randomly, respondents still wondered why a researcher, of all cases, would be interested in their case. One of our respondents (an Iraqi woman) had even been worried sick about the passage on the anonymity and confidentiality of the research data, as the Iraq Security Service used the same expressions in their interrogations (by the time she fled Iraq, the country was still governed by Saddam Hussein). Bloch (2007: 234) reports similar problems: calling at addresses made refugees anxious that the researchers were linked to the immigration authorities (see Harrell-Bond & Voutira 2007 for an extensive debate on barriers to access in refugee research).
Another problem with using an introduction letter (unfortunately we had no alternative to come in touch with our participants) is that some respondents might not be able to read. Illiteracy is a much larger problem than many Western researchers think, even among citizens of their own country.
 A survey research with a paper questionnaire would have raised even more methodological issues. That method is certainly not advisable in research among migrants, even if the questionnaire has been translated in the mother tongue of the respondents. Face to face interviews have many advantages as opposed to self-completion questionnaires. Besides the fact that the problem of illiteracy is tackled, response rates are much higher with in-depth interviews than with self-completion questionnaires. Moreover, face to face interviews allow the researcher to use open-ended questions and to help to overcome cross-cultural misunderstandings (Bloch 1999: 374 and 2007: 243-244).
A number of strategies can be adopted to get access and to secure a degree of trust among respondents. In refugee studies as well as in other research areas where respondents are more or less hidden (like homeless people), snowballing is an acceptable method to come in contact with subjects of research. In snowball sampling, interviewees are located through referrals among people with the same characteristics. I did not use this method myself, because we aimed specifically at interviewees whom asylum interview we had observed, but many other researchers in the migration field used this method successfully to get access to ´hidden groups´ like (illegal) migrants (e.g. Staring 2000; Van der Leun 2001; Engbersen, Van San & Leerkes 2006; Bloch 2007; Van Liempt 2007; Van Wijk 2010). Especially if referrals are made by family members or close fellow countrymen, respondents are more likely to trust the interviewer and cooperate with the research. A drawback is that the researcher runs the risk of fishing in a very small pond. It is sometimes difficult to assess the representativeness of a sample, because so little is known about the population. For instance, little is known about asylum seekers who actually leave the country. When a researcher on that account uses charity institutions or churches to come in touch with respondents, he has to ensure that the ultimate sample does not for instance entirely consist of ‘problematic cases’. Additionally, a researcher has to consider that relief workers also have a relationship based on mutual trust with their clients and that they are not in the position to disclose personal information without consulting their clients first. In order to increase representativeness and prevent selectivity it is important to have several starting points from which to snowball. It might also be helpful to work with quotas in conjunction with snowball techniques as to ensure representation by key demographic variables such as age, sex, country of origin and ethnic group (see Bloch 2007 for an extensive discussion on these issues).
A second tactic to get access and gain confidence, which has become more and more accustomed in refugee studies, is to work with co-researchers or research assistants from the country of origins of the respondents, as I did with Khalil Shalmashi. The co-researchers can conduct interviews themselves or they can conduct a double-role as researcher/interpreter. Using interviewers of the same country may help to overcome language or cultural differences. For most people it is easier to confide in a researcher who has the same background and speaks the same language. However, a researcher has to take into account that tribal or ethnic conflicts in the country of origin will also affect the relationship of fellow countrymen in the country of destination. Hence using an interviewer from the same country may even have adverse effect, viz. increasing distrust and reticence among respondents. Furthermore, working with different research assistants may lead to dissimilar data of different quality, which will make it even more difficult for a researcher to analyse the findings. 
4. The dilemma of conflicting perspectives
How truthful is the information that respondents render to a researcher? What if their version differs from the version officials give? In their contacts with immigration officials or police officers, migrants may have many reasons to give a biased presentation of them selves. In order not to contradict restrictive migration and asylum policy, migrants may decide to leave out certain information or try to polish their stories so as to increase their chances of obtaining a residence permit. Of course, it is not the task of a researcher to examine the credibility of the narratives in the same way as immigration officers do. Nevertheless, it is necessary to draw on different sources and to try to find out which interests respondents have to present their case in a certain way. This counts as well for migrants as for immigration officers, police officers, lawyers etc., as it is likely that they too give a one-sided account. 
A strategy many field researchers (not only in migrant studies, but in social science in general) use to increase the validity of the research findings is cross-examination, also called triangulation. Triangulation is the application and combination of multiple research methodologies to increase the credibility and validity of the results. For instance, observations are complemented with interviews and an inquiry of files and documents, as I did in my research. Conducting a research that is both triangularly and multidisciplinary is of course a time-consuming undertaking.
Although triangulation generally strengthens the research design and therefore substantiates the outcomes, it is clearly not a panacea to the dilemma of conflicting perspectives. On the contrary, drawing on different sources may in fact reveal different views. I will come back to this point in a moment.
First, it is important to note that it is not for all research questions important that respondents actually reproduce facts and that these facts are in line with the facts other respondents reproduce. For instance, De Hart (2003) conducted a study on the question how restrictive immigration policies influenced the daily lives of Dutch citizens with a foreign partner. She was especially interested in the subjective meaning these citizens gave to immigration law in every day life. Van Liempt (2006), on the other hand, tried to reconstruct the way migrants travelled to Europe and focused on the way they used the services of smugglers. Although she too was interested in the subjective experiences of migrants, she also tried to gain insight in more objective aspects, like the organization of trafficking networks, relying on interviews with migrants who themselves were smuggled. In both studies events and circumstances have been reconstructed with hindsight and are therefore more or less coloured, yet, the extent to which this bias affects the validity of the results varies. Interviewing smuggling migrants may be the only way, albeit not a very reliable way, for gaining insight in the organization size and structures of smuggling organizations. In general, the accurateness of personal accounts depends first and foremost on the willingness to disclose information, but also on the limitations of our memory and the capacity to speak about emotional events, in a strange language, to strange people. 

A tactic which researchers use in interviews with migrants so as to hear more than the official, ‘appropriate’ version of the story is creating an open, informal atmosphere that is different from the interview setting at the Immigration Office or police station. Again, the issue of building trust is crucial, as it was in the handling of the previous dilemma. For a researcher who wants to dissociate himself from authorities, it may be important that he speaks to his respondent more than once, that he uses open questions and first discuss some informal, ‘safe’ subjects, before entering upon more important matters. 
Robinson & Segrott (2002: 15) describe that they had taken conscious steps during the interview to create an atmosphere of trust and openness. For example, they preferably used rooms without tables and with chairs in a circle rather than facing each other. They used humour ‘to lighten the atmosphere and dispel any impression that the researchers were cold or impersonal technocrats’. They had even thought about what clothes to be worn for particular interviews. ‘For example, suits or dark clothing were not worn in interviews with Eastern Europeans since such a dress code is frequently associated with members of the secret police. For interviews with Sri Lankan respondents ties and jackets were worn since academics in Sri Lanka are respected members of the community and would be expected to dress formally.’

As described in the previous dilemma on trust and expectations, many researchers implicitly assume that the more they ‘invest’ in their contacts with respondents, the more likely it is that they will touch on the genuine story. At the same time, they also acknowledge the limitations of their research in this regard. For instance, Koser (2000: 96) and Van Liempt (2006: 68) describe that the smuggled migrants they interviewed had already built up a certain expertise in presenting who they are and what happened to them, as most of her respondents had undergone several prior interviews with police officers, immigration officers, medical doctors, etc. Some were advised by fellow countrymen or smugglers which flight story they should tell to increase their chances to gain permission to stay. Van Liempt reluctantly writes: ‘I must acknowledge that lying can be a way of managing information and that I do not have the illusion that ‘the’ truth exists, let alone that I can reveal it. Still I think it is important to understand why certain facts may be constructed because they do indeed impact the interview and its subsequent data analysis’ (Van Liempt 2006: 68). 

An anecdote from my research illustrates that I agree with Van Liempt on this point. One of my respondents, a woman from Iraq, was incessantly interrupted by her husband, who didn’t move from her side. He continuously made remarks such as: ‘My wife knows nothing of the asylum procedure!’ As it was not possible to interview the respondent again without her husband present, I decided to leave this interview out of my research. Koser (2000: 96) went so far as to focus on excerpts from selected interviews with only eight of his 32 respondents, since he doubted the validity of the data gathered. His concern is ‘the extent to which any asylum seeker’s responses to questions about an issue as potentially sensitive as trafficking can really be trusted.’ 

As already mentioned before, the dilemma of conflicting perspectives not only touches the issue of trustworthiness of personal accounts, but first and foremost the problem of different accounts. The perspective of migrants may be contrary to that of immigration officers or, in the same way, the perspective of immigration officers may differ from that of lawyers or judges. In analysing the research findings, a researcher must also be aware of his own preferences and prejudices. His tendency may be to interpret all the information in a way that confirms his preconceptions and to avoid information that does not fit in this picture. This phenomenon, which in social psychology is called the confirmation bias, is sometimes hard to oppress. In refugee studies, it sometimes lead to advocacy research (Van Wijk 2010), e.g. a researcher uses his research to stress those points he already wanted to make (usually that the situation of refugees should be improved). What may help to avoid a selective use of sources, is to actively try to find examples that contradict the preliminary conclusions. When none or only few of those examples can be found, that will corroborate the conclusions. 
5. The dilemma of the unwelcome research findings
In a previous research, together with Kees Groenendijk, I made a quantitative analysis of the outcomes of over 84 thousand asylum applications. We found that after a period of 3-5 years, not just 20 per cent (as policy makers and many other people presupposed), but as much as 44 per cent of the asylum applicants received a permit to stay, whether definitive or temporary (Doornbos & Groenendijk 2001: 248). This research finding was unwelcome to policy makers, because it showed that the new Aliens Act, which had just come into force, was based on the wrong assumption that only a small group of people was in need of protection. It could no longer be denied that the Netherlands was already an immigration country and would be so in years to come. We suspected that the result would also be unwelcome to asylum seekers and community based organizations representing asylum seekers, because it could lead to a stricter asylum policy. That thought eventually did not keep us from making these figures public, as we hoped that asylum policy could benefit from a more realistic perspective. Nonetheless, we decided to explicitly discuss whether a call for increasingly restrictive measures would be wise. We argued that taking those measures would not be appropriate, as most asylum seekers come from countries in which large-scale human rights violations are taking place. Previous restrictive admission measures had not led to a reduction in the admittance of asylum seekers. Moreover, there was no reason to assume that the percentage of asylum applicants that ultimately receive a residence permit in other countries of the European Union was higher or lower than in the Netherlands. Other EU countries seemed to base their asylum policies and public debates on low rates of positive decisions as well. Just as in the Netherlands, the wrong impression existed hat only a small part of the asylum seekers need protection, while most are fortune seekers who had to leave. 
In our research, it was crucial that we had contractual freedom to publish our findings as the funding organizations (IND and NGO’s) would perhaps have objected to the publication. In fact, the IND did object afterwards and cast doubt on our research methods, but reluctantly came to the same results when they repeated the research (INDIAC 2001). Increasingly restrictive admission measures were indeed taken after we had published our results, but given the right-wing political climate at that time, I am confident those measures would have been taken anyway.

The relationship between researchers and sponsors is a matter of concern for sociological associations. For instance, the code of ethics of the ISA states: ‘Sponsors, be they private or public, may be interested in a specific outcome of research. Yet, sociologists should not accept research grants or contracts which specify conditions inconsistent with their scientific judgment of what are appropriate means of carrying out the research in question, or which permit the sponsors to veto or delay academic publication because they dislike the findings.’
 In reality it is not as simple as that. Sometimes funding institutions use standardized contracts in which they state that permission of the sponsor is required before a researcher may publish his report. It is important that researchers object strongly to those restrictions, no matter how good the relationships with the funding organizations are. That will not only prevent future conflicts to arise, but will also avoid spoiling the contract negotiations of other researchers. 
While funding organizations are institutionalized in networks and committees, respondents like illegal migrants, homeless people or juvenile delinquents stand on their own and rarely have a say in the publication of research findings. In my research, refugee organizations representing asylum seekers were part of the advisory committee, but in other areas that may be not always possible. In either case, the researcher has an extra responsibility to consider the consequences that conducting his research may have for his respondents. 
6. Conclusion
The dilemmas reflect a more general tension between distance and involvement in conducting socio-legal research. Depending on the way in which researchers come in contact with their respondents, there are two ways out of this more general dilemma. If a researcher depends on the cooperation of official bodies in getting access to his respondents, for instance if he needs permission to interview detainees, than the first route (keeping distance) is recommended in order to avoid raising expectations a researcher can not live up to. Despite safeguards like guaranteeing the anonymity of respondents, a researcher has to acknowledge that his respondents may not speak freely about some sensitive subjects or recount an ‘official version’ of their story. 
If, on the other hand, a researcher is able to contact his respondents in an informal way, for instance via snowballing techniques, he may choose for the second route (involvement). The advantage of this kind of empathetic research is that it can lead to in-depth insights into the experiences and coping strategies of respondents. The risk is that it leads to advocacy research, in which a researcher uses his research to stress those points he already wanted to make. 
To avoid unethical behaviour, the dilemma requires a motivated choice for either the one or the other way. Most important is that the choices and strategies are substantiated and made visible to the reader. Describing the limitations of a research design generally makes a research stronger, certainly not weaker. 
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� International Sociological Association, Code of Ethics, Article 234, � HYPERLINK "http://www.isa-sociology.org/about/isa_code_of_ethics.htm" ��http://www.isa-sociology.org/about/isa_code_of_ethics.htm�. The Dutch code of conduct adds that in case the subjects of research are vulnerable and possibly not capable to fully understand a research setting the researcher has an extra responsibility to ensure the voluntary consent of his participants. Whereas the code of conduct mentions this extra responsibility counts for research on minors, I would certainly think it also counts for research on refugees and other migrants, whether legal or illegal. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.nsv-sociologie-facta.nl/" ��http://www.nsv-sociologie-facta.nl/� (last checked July 30, 2008).
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� According to the Dutch Reading and Writing Foundation (Stichting Lezen en Schrijven) approximately 10 percent of the adult population in the Netherlands (2/3 natives, 1/3 immigrants) functions at the lowest level of literacy, compared to 23 percent of the population in the United Kingdom and 25 percent in the United States, � HYPERLINK "http://www.lezenenschrijven.nl/en/illiteracy/scope-of-problem/" ��http://www.lezenenschrijven.nl/en/illiteracy/scope-of-problem/� (last checked July 30, 2008).
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