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Abstract 
Purpose: The purpose of this study is to address challenging issues in pro-
tecting researchers in risky situations. Method: A case study addressed the 
importance of risk prevention and researcher safety. In six interviews, a social 
scientist shared feelings of vulnerability when she conducted ethnographic 
research with sex workers and gang members. Results: Qualitative results ex-
plain the concerns from the eyes of a vulnerable researcher in six factors: 
Support, Safety, System Connection, Situations, and Struggles. The vulnerable 
researcher phenomenon is defined as the emotional labor faced by the re-
searcher in situations that are dangerous and risky. Implications: While tak-
ing care of the research subjects’ well-being, researchers must also be reminded 
that ethical behaviors in their field also include self-protection. Social scien-
tists must advocate for a standard protocol in IRB applications to include 
protecting researcher safety and ensuring identity privacy. 
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1. Introduction 

Research has provided support for constant policy examination of the Institu-
tional Review Board (IRB) or research ethics committee to support its various 
functions and define the concept of vulnerability for the protection of human 
subjects (Lajoie et al., 2020; Noue & Bush, 2010). However, limited studies have 
described what guidelines IRBs could provide for the protection of researchers 
who plan to collect data in the field, particularly in high-risk situations (Kästner 
et al., 2015). As social research has a strong focus on confronting social injustice 
and working with marginalized populations, many researchers have encountered 
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highly sensitive debates which might place them in dangerous or uncomfortable 
situations during their data collection processes because of their field work en-
vironment (Muller & Gubrium, 2016). In the field of anthropology, Behar (1996) 
coined her theory of the vulnerable observer. Behar (1996) advised researchers, 
before stepping into ethnographic research, to take care of themselves first and 
understand the impact of detachment on their emotional responses to the ob-
servations. It is also important for field researchers to design their safety protec-
tion plan as part of the research plan. Researchers must also be aware that the 
emotional labor and vulnerability that they may encounter in the field is essen-
tial to working with these populations. Therefore, their pre-research work should 
include carefully prepared justice-oriented questions to ask the subjects. This ar-
ticle starts with an analysis of the principles of human subject protection as a 
foundation for exploring ways to define and reduce the vulnerability experienced 
by researchers who feel unsafe and/or emotionally taxed when working in the 
field.  

2. Non-Maleficence Is a Core Value 

The core value in the process of protecting human subjects is “doing no harm 
and getting it right” (Hernández et al., 2013: p. 43). This value has become the 
cornerstone for supporting three principles in bioethics. These principles are es-
sential for affirming the function of research ethics in protecting researchers. 

2.1. Do No Harm 

As the most important precept in research ethics, primum non nocere (first, do 
no harm) illustrates the importance of preventing vulnerability faced by research 
subjects using the principles of cognitive, juridic, deferential, medical, alloca-
tional, and infrastructural protection strategies (Kipnis, 2001). These six areas of 
protection emphasize the use of a concrete plan to protect research subjects from 
potential danger so that their participation will not negatively impact their func-
tioning, abilities, and status. Literature has addressed how to protect “vulnerable 
populations” (Yoshikawa et al., 2017: p. 459) such as the LGBTQ community, 
people with impaired abilities, subjects with emotional instabilities or challenges, 
clients with HIV/AIDS, drug users, people in residential care, children, refugees, 
migrant women, orphans, and prisoners (Cheney, 2011; Hernández et al., 2013; 
Merry et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2019; Wakai et al., 2009). When considering the 
vulnerability of persons within research, the focus is consistently placed on the 
research subjects and not the researchers themselves. Recently, this has been 
presented as an issue for ethnographic researchers as advocated by Taylor (2019) 
who studied violence and trauma in the field. 

2.2. Privacy and Confidentiality 

Second, the do no harm principle aims to protect the right of privacy and confi-
dentiality of the subjects and eliminate any safety or change-of-status concerns 
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from participation or nonparticipation, particularly with traumatized patients 
(Etherington, 2007). Although this work-ethics principle governs researchers’ 
duties and protects subjects’ identity, it does not include methods to mask the 
researcher’s name or affiliation to protect the researchers from harm (Leigh, 
2015). Since researchers’ names can be disclosed through the research consent 
and publication process, they have not been offered the legal right to be an ano-
nymous researcher. Researcher’s risks as a professional are further discussed in 
Brougham & Uttley’s (2017) study in correctional settings. 

2.3. Not to Risk 

Third, the better to not do something than to risk principle aims to avoid doing 
more harm than good as a consequence of subject participation. The use of ex-
clusion criteria and no-risk assessment must be integrated into participant selec-
tion to lower any potential participation risk (see Benoit et al., 2012 for discus-
sion on trust, engagement, and protection). Additionally, follow-up counseling 
services for the subjects must be available in the case of unforeseen needs or 
emotional reactions (Boothroyd & Best, 2003; Delva, 2007). These possible pre-
vention and intervention measures illustrate a dilemma between completing a 
study and ethically exercising the “duty of care” principle when sensitive data 
collection is viewed as a risky process (Bahn & Weatherill, 2013: p. 19). While 
this is a well-intended principle, it only protects the well-being of research sub-
jects while the welfare of the researchers may be neglected. 

3. Principles of Researcher Protection 

Literature tends to focus on research skills when discussing sensitive topics with 
subjects such as organized criminals (Lambrechts, 2014) or sex workers (Horn, 
2007). The human protection strategies are mainly respondent-focused; for ex-
ample, they include suggestions on how to present sensitive questions to avoid 
overwhelming the respondents and remain neutral and nonjudgmental to en-
hance participation (Bourne & Robson, 2015). However, recommendations on 
how to minimize the psychological impact and potential physical harm that 
these field research topics can have for the researchers have yet to be explored. 
The researchers may discover that demonstrating empathy and exploring diffi-
cult topics with subjects can be exhausting. Although researchers may develop a 
protective plan for themselves if the study requires them to enter a dangerous or 
emotionally provoking environment, little guidance has been provided on the 
creation of such a plan in all research projects, especially when the safety threat 
is perceived or experienced only after the start of data collection. 

Purpose of This Study 

In this study, the purpose of the interviews was to provide methodological 
guidelines for teaching purposes and to document how a researcher handled her 
research procedures to protect human subjects in a dangerous environment or 
on a sensitive topic. Based on a series of interviews with a social scientist (“scho-
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lar”) whose work focused on the health status of gang members and sex workers, 
we found six themes from the scientist’s first-person experience that was asso-
ciated with researcher vulnerability. Even though the data collected for this study 
was from one scholar’s experience, it depicted the importance of researcher pro-
tection. 

The first step of this study was to seek a definition of researcher safety. Even 
though few studies addressed safety from the researcher’s perspective, Emerald 
& Carpenter (2015) found that field-based research can cause “emotional labor” 
to the researcher, meaning that there is intensive work toward the data collection 
processes that demand time and effort to overcome barriers in dangerous or 
emotionally intensive situations. With this definition, we interviewed a scholar 
whose research was connected with vulnerable populations. The purpose was to 
document how she protected herself during high-risk research situations. 

4. Method 

A series of six semi-structured interviews were conducted with a scholar who has 
spent extensive time conducting participatory research, studying topics related 
to sex workers and gang members. Two interviewers used a set of guided ques-
tions which focused on the principles for conducting sensitive research with at-
tention to confidentiality, anonymity, values, ethics, commitment, and risk factors 
in this participatory research. This research was approved by the IRB of the second 
author’s affiliated university. The third author video-recorded the entire process 
of the interviews until all guided questions were asked and answered. She also 
transcribed the contents for the team to read individually. Transcription was 
then completed with two researchers’ inputs, who spoke the same language as the 
scholar, and validated the contents with back-translation. The entire team ana-
lyzed the major themes extracted from the transcripts and focused on how the 
scholar protected her safety and prevented any forms of researcher vulnerability.  

Data Collection 

For data collection purposes, the term scholar was used to represent the inter-
viewee who anonymously and voluntarily agreed to provide data for this study. 
The term researchers (or we) was used to represent the interviewers who were 
present in the interview process, including the coders. The scholar, who had ex-
pertise in research on sensitive topics, was invited and interviewed by the re-
searchers to identify major challenges in her research studies. 
• A total of six face-to-face semi-structured interviews were scheduled with the 

scholar to describe: 1) the recruitment process of sex workers and gang mem-
bers as research subjects; 2) the definition of sensitive topics; 3) feelings and 
reactions to the subjects’ responses; 4) debriefing of the researcher’s vulnera-
bility; and 5) self-care during and after each research project.  

• The interviews were open-ended, discovery-oriented, and well suited to probe 
for descriptions and interpretations of personal experiences (Crabtree & Mil-
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ler, 1999). This method is recommended to encourage the scholar to express 
life experiences related to her study topics, and how she viewed herself dur-
ing the research process (Horstman et al., 2008; Matsudaira, 2003). Since the 
interview questions were intended to stimulate personal and emotional res-
ponses, we planned six interviews so that the scholar would have sufficient 
time to answer.  

• During these interviews, the scholar answered a set of questions with prompts 
and follow-up questions related to her studies with sex workers and gang 
members as subjects (see Table 1). These questions were categorized into 
seven areas: Topic Selection, Decision Making, Role as a Researcher, Sam-
pling, Values and Ethics, Challenges, and Recommendations. Based on the 
interview transcripts, the research team analyzed how the scholar processed 
her decision to enter a research site and what methods were used for her self- 
protection.  

• With a focus on vulnerable research circumstances, we used coding methods 
to consolidate the data into themes for researcher protection and ordered it 
in terms of importance as perceived by the scholar. The scholar then re-
viewed the themes generated from her interviews and provided additional 
feedback, which focused on potential researchers’ risks in hindsight, to vali-
date the analyses presented in this article.  

 
Table 1. Probing questions for the interviews. 

1) How did you determine your research topics? 
2) What motivated you to choose a topic of high sensitivity? 
3) When you decided on your study topic, did you face any challenges in finalizing your research 
questions? 
4) When your topic and research questions were finalized, what support or resources did you 
need to carry out the research? 
5) How did you determine which research site(s) to implement your study? 
6) When you first entered the research site, what role did you play? 
7) How did you explain your researcher role to the participants? 
8) How did you engage the participants in your introductory meeting with them? 
9) How did you build rapport and trust with the participants? 
10) How did you expand the pool of your subjects? 
11) How did you recruit and invite your subjects to participate in your study? Did you provide 
any incentive? If so, how did your subjects view the incentive? 
12) How do you handle confidentiality and anonymity of your subjects? 
13) Did any of the data present conflict with your personal or professional values? 
14) How did you resolve your conflict? How did you protect yourself from harm (from the  
conflict or in the situation)? 
15) How did you present your findings without disclosing your research location or the subjects 
involved? 
16) When you sensed that someone needed counseling or other social services, what procedures 
did you use to safeguard confidentiality and yet make appropriate referrals? 
17) How would you be sure that the government would not check with you about your subjects? 
18) With whom could you debrief your feelings, particularly emotional ones? 
19) What was the biggest challenge during each of your research processes? 
20) Any differences between the two types of research? 
21) Was the researcher’s gender an important consideration, particularly when studying sex 
workers? 
22) Did you experience any role conflict in the process of data collection? 
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5. Results 

The main content from the interviews compares how interviewing sex workers 
and gang members were different. This scholar used examples to illustrate how 
she entered the research sites and described the challenging situations arising 
from her studies. The research team finalized these themes and named them 
Vulnerable Researcher Factors: Support, Safety, System Connection, Situations, 
and Struggles. While we recognize the limitation of generating findings from a 
case study, these factors are described with the scholar’s direct quotes to pro-
mote awareness of the vulnerable researcher phenomenon and its challenges. 

5.1. Support 

Beyond being a keen researcher who wanted to conduct research that was sel-
dom studied, the scholar felt that she had support that allowed her to continue 
working towards her research goal. The first theme, support, refers to a moti-
vating source for continuously working with vulnerable populations. Such sup-
port comes from home, work, and the informants. Without sufficient support, 
the scholar stated that she would not have designed, implemented, or completed 
her studies. 

I had two motivations to choose a high sensitivity topic. 1) I like adventures 
and challenges. The more sensitive the topic is, the more difficult the re-
search will be. 2) Geographical convenience, good timing, and human rela-
tions. I happened to know someone who can introduce me to my target 
population. 
After I finalized my research questions, I needed a lot of support in differ-
ent areas. First, academic support from colleagues, classmates, professors, 
and other professional friends. Second, life support from my family. For 
example, my husband helped to take care of our kids when I was out for re-
search. Third, psychological support. For instance, my husband supported 
me to research these special topics, and my informant agreed with me about 
researching the rural culture. 

As an important element to conducting high-risk research, support helps 
strengthen the researcher’s courage to enter the field and prepare a research 
path. Along with personal commitment, the cycle of support continues. Once in 
the field, the scholar establishes personal resiliency by trusting her commitment 
toward personal fulfillment. 

Fortunately, I was able to debrief my feelings to my support network, espe-
cially when I was being emotional. For example, colleagues, husband, friends, 
classmates, professors, and other professional friends. 

5.2. Safety  

The second factor, safety, refers to the perception that self-protection is rooted 
in an awareness of security precautions. This factor is closely connected to the 
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support factor. Although the scholar first felt supported, she must also deal with 
the reservations expressed by her family, mainly due to their concern about her 
safety.  

I had to give up gathering further information because of my family’s values 
[and] to resolve the conflict. I could have conducted further research about 
the gangs. I didn’t continue because I felt it would have been dangerous. I 
guess that [i.e., learning about the risk before starting] was how I protected 
myself from harm. 

From the scholar’s perspective, the safety concern was not her priority until 
she started working in a high-risk environment. Although she has a strong sense 
of safety alert, she came back from her research feeling unsafe. In hindsight, the 
scholar felt that training would have helped her check-in with her sense of vul-
nerability before getting started with her projects.  

Probably I placed myself at risk. On one occasion, two gangs started fight-
ing when I was eating between them. I knew I was counted as a witness be-
cause I was there. However, I didn’t know much what was going on at that 
time and felt clueless. 

5.3. System Connection 

The scholar found it helpful to be acquainted with trusted members of the target 
population in any research study. The use of her system connection method 
helped her learn about the research environment and deal with adversities when 
she enters research sites. Her informants not only served as her proof of being a 
trustworthy researcher, but also a bridge to recruit subjects who typically would 
not want to be studied without a mutual connection. 

I happened to know an informant from that village, so it was a natural deci-
sion to choose that village for my research… I didn’t decide to research 
them until my informant described more about their lives. 
Regarding the gang research, my informant told me that his village had 
played a key role in a gang and described the gang’s lifestyle. 

She stated that showing her sincere attitude to the community allowed her to 
know several informants who guided her into reaching the research population. 

I mainly used my informants as the central point to build rapport and trust 
with the participants. My informants brought me to their lives to listen, see, 
and observe. After I became more familiar with some of the sex workers or 
their families, I actively talked with them to deepen our relationship, find-
ing common topics, and discover their needs. 

However, the assistance from the connection system also led her into a vul-
nerable position because these informants would leave her after the initial in-
troduction.  
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5.4. Situations  

The scholar described how she explained her multiple roles to her subjects in a 
language that was easy to understand.  

It took me some time to explain my role to the participants and others in-
volved. When I was conducting the gang research, I told my informants 
that I need to write a master thesis but they didn’t understand. They un-
derstood after I explained that it was an assignment about observing people’s 
living conditions. When we were with other research subjects, my infor-
mants introduced me as a master student from Shanghai. Sometimes, they 
didn’t formally introduce me and I was just one of their acquaintances. 
When I was conducting the sex worker research, I told my main informants 
that I researched the rural culture. They were supportive. Other times, my 
role as an acquaintance of a research subject or a guest placed me there as 
an active listener. 
When I first entered the research site, my role was different depending on 
who I talk to. I was a researcher when I was with my informant, and I was a 
professor or a guest when I was with other researchers. I also played differ-
ent roles when I was with different people. For example, I became a friend’s 
relative and professor when going out with my informant. 

As the research subjects understood why the scholar was observing and asking 
questions, they were able to share different events and related situations that 
they faced. The scholar described her various roles in her studies: a researcher in 
the field to collect sensitive data, a professor with the mission of gaining know-
ledge, and a social scientist caring about the interviewees’ well-being. She ad-
dressed her vulnerability as a reaction to the fear of not protecting her safety, a 
concern that research questions were not fully understood by the subjects, and 
an extensive feeling about the various situations she and her subjects faced dur-
ing the interviews.  

5.5. Struggles  

The scholar described struggles as a vulnerability factor as she must resolve her 
personal and professional value conflicts. When working with vulnerable popu-
lations, the researcher must be aware of how personal boundaries could be crossed, 
particularly during the information gathering stage. As a researcher who was 
respected in the community she worked with, the scholar felt uncomfortable 
sharing the focus with other uninvolved individuals, particularly her family, be-
cause they might present concerns or biases that could become a personal strug-
gle for the researcher to deal with.  

When a sex worker came to the Province, my family did not allow me to 
meet her. As a result, I had to give up further contact with her. My profes-
sional values told me that I should help the sex workers but [I must] limit 
my contact with them. 
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However, not disclosing the research focus might also be a conflict with the 
scholar’s value of informing her family of her struggles. On one hand, keeping 
one’s research topic confidential might be a core value for conducting highly 
sensitive research. On the other hand, not being able to share that topic could 
leave the researcher feeling unsupported. Her struggle was connected to her 
professional commitment to helping these subjects. As a member of a helping 
profession, the researcher would value offering help over data collecting.  

I experienced some role conflicts when I was collecting my data. For exam-
ple, conflicts between the role of a researcher and a friend. When I was ob-
serving research subjects or talking with them, they treated me like a friend 
or a researcher at best. However, I knew that I was researching a group of 
marginalized populations.  

This type of struggle was illustrated with her tendency to lend a helping hand 
during the studies. With both examples of sex worker subjects and gang study 
subjects, the scholar illustrated that being clear on defining the researcher’s role 
and boundary was of utmost importance in preventing personal struggles. 

6. Discussion 

In this study, researcher vulnerability was addressed with an emphasis on pro-
tecting researcher privacy. The scholar suggested a definition of researcher vul-
nerability to explain her feelings of being a vulnerable researcher. Generated 
from the interviews and literature on researcher vulnerability, the data show that 
there is not an all-encompassing definition to describe how the scholar knew 
what risk or harm to anticipate, what protection should be required in different 
situations, and how the perceived vulnerability could be described in concrete 
terms. Table 2 outlines the principles of protecting human subjects and reduc-
ing researcher vulnerability from the scholar’s perspective. The scholar’s use of 
terms such as risk, harm, potential danger, and vulnerability was connected to 
her perception of the situations she encountered; it was not a result of actual 
harm she experienced. In these interviews, she indicated six areas of concern: 
 
Table 2. Principles for protecting human subjects vs. reducing researcher vulnerability. 

Comparing… Principles of Human Subjects Protection 
Principles of Vulnerable  

Researcher Protection 

Differences 

• Higher priority and more attention 
• Existing principles: cognitive vulnerability, 

juridic vulnerability, deferential  
vulnerability, allocational vulnerability, and 
intrastructural vulnerability 

• Researchers’ responsibilities to protect  
human subjects are highlighted and required 

• Lower priority and less attention 
• No principles specified for IRB 
• Institutional accountability to 

protect the well-being of  
researchers are not addressed 

Similarities 

• Safety protection and ethical commitment for “duty of care” 
• Both subjects and researchers face safety challenges when the studies are related 

to advocating for social justice 
• Safety concern is connected with one’s feeling of vulnerability 
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6.1. Researchers’ Readiness 

Irrespective of whether the topic is a highly sensitive issue, the scholar felt it is 
the researcher’s responsibility to create a detailed plan to protect human subjects 
and to address the risk of subject vulnerability (similar to the studies engaging 
the subjects as partners described in Kia-Keating et al., 2017). To minimize sub-
jects’ risk, particularly in participatory research, the researcher agreed that it was 
important to attend to self-care and self-protection practices (Dickson-Swift et 
al., 2006; 2008; 2009; Wilson et al., 2018). It is essential that a participatory re-
searcher must perceive self-protection as a required professional behavior when 
planning a sensitive field research. In particular, Dickson-Swift et al.’s (2008) ar-
ticle addresses risk assessment for researchers, discusses strategies for their 
management, and summarizes the guidelines developed by the Social Research 
Association (SRA) in the United Kingdom called “A Code of Practice for the 
Safety of Social Researchers” for assessing and mitigating risk to researchers. 

6.2. Ethical Challenges 

Kelleya et al. (2016) addressed the ethical challenges as an important step before 
planning a research study with vulnerable subjects such as orphans. With their 
research experiences in seven countries, they found it difficult to obtain guardian 
consent for the subjects particularly related to risk assessment among the or-
phans with multiple challenges. Therefore, they recommended training for these 
guardians or caregivers, but they did not provide suggestions on how to protect 
the researchers when these subjects challenged them about their study targets. 
When the researchers could obtain consent from the caregivers, they found that 
these caregivers had limited knowledge about the orphans or their mental health 
conditions. How do researchers determine who could be the best informants on 
behalf of these children?  

6.3. Researchers’ Emotional Vulnerability 

The scholar had performed intensive activities that could cause physical and emo-
tional exhaustion. In the literature, when facing dangerous situations or listening 
to highly emotional intense narratives, social researchers must attend to their 
emotions and the demanding tasks that are required for successful study com-
pletion (Yiu, 2015). According to the scholar, vulnerability is defined based on 
the situation a person is in. This concept is also known as contextual vulnerabil-
ity, in which researchers are typically “overwhelmed by [the] context” in which 
they conducted an intensive data collection process (Duncan & Stephenson, 
2013: p. 556). This type of vulnerability arises when the researchers are not pre-
pared to deal with the emotional or physical intensity of the study’s context. The 
scholar felt that if researchers failed to address their vulnerability before the start 
of the study, they may be compromising their well-being (Mitchell & Irvine, 
2008). What could researchers do to reduce their emotional vulnerability when 
selecting a human subject protection plan? 
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6.4. Researchers’ Safety and Well-Being 

The scholar disclosed that although she did not always feel safe when interview-
ing her subjects for her study, she did not stop the data collection process as it is 
part of her commitment as a social scientist. All health professionals have the 
responsibility to treat clients and colleagues with respect and protect them from 
harm. While healthcare professionals must be knowledgeable about research 
practices, researcher safety is rarely addressed. Parker & O’Reilly (2013) discov-
ered through their dyadic interviews with a research subject that threat to safety 
was not only experienced by the on-site researcher, but also the transcriptionist 
who was not on the site but listened to all the emotionally taxing conversations. 
Such a threat could be prevented if careful planning would include suggestions 
for immediate responses in threatening situations.  

In a commissioned inquiry project, a group of researchers in Wales (Bloor et 
al., 2007) recommended for researcher protection principles to be included in an 
institutional risk management plan to protect researchers’ physical safety and 
emotional well-being. 

6.5. Methodological Issues 

The scholar’s experiences as a social researcher, case vignettes, story-sharing, 
and ethnographic studies have been used to illustrate the lives of vulnerable popu-
lations. The question is, have researchers learned specific methods for research-
ing highly sensitive topics? As participatory research is commonly used to reach 
vulnerable populations, living or working within this community can put re-
searchers in a vulnerable position. Horn (2007) cautions researchers who choose 
methods that are either too broad or too narrow as they are likely to receive neg-
ative attention from the subjects. For example, researchers who provide self-dis- 
closure because their subjects inquire about it may receive negative responses. In 
some community-based studies, their research participants have acted as “co- 
researchers” to determine which information can be included in the study (Is-
mail et al., 2014). Research on how these participatory research methods can 
lead to researcher vulnerability is still lacking. For example, Kaplowitz (2000) 
found that individual interviews can be 18 times more likely to generate socially 
sensitive discussions than focus groups, but the possibility that researchers can 
be at risk when exploring such topics in that setting was not explored. Bourne & 
Robson (2015) found that to enhance participation in studies investigating sex-
ual behaviors, it is essential for researchers to be neutral and nonjudgmental. 
Based on this scholar’s experience, researcher vulnerability must be explored. 

6.6. Researcher Anonymity 

The scholar requested to remain anonymous for this study. This request illu-
strates how researcher vulnerability occurs not only during the data collection 
process or when presenting study outcomes, but continues in the future as the 
researcher’s identity has been disclosed through professional activities such as 
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presentations and publications. Although some researchers collect highly sensi-
tive information from their subjects, there is no mandate to protect the re-
searchers’ identities. As a result, researchers become vulnerable to negative and 
provocative attacks during data collection (Benson, 2019; Dickson-Swift et al., 
2006, 2009). Researchers’ identities are easily traced when they publish the re-
sults of their study, leading to a high level of personal vulnerability. Since re-
searcher identity and professional affiliation provide proof of credibility, re-
searchers typically do not object to disclose their identity, even when the subject 
matters in their report are secretive or highly sensitive. The researchers are 
placed in a difficult situation because associations between them and their stu-
dies increase the potential risk they may face after their studies are published.  

7. Practical Implications 

This study provides implications for research and education on research ethics. 
The interview dialogue from the scholar has demonstrated two major characte-
ristics of the vulnerable researcher. First, the vulnerable researcher is not only a 
person, but also a public figure who displayed self-awareness and resilience in 
conducting observational or participatory research. Second, the vulnerable re-
searcher is a protector who safeguards others but not themselves. It is expected 
that these researchers are highly motivated and understand how to protect 
themselves and others, access data with respect, know how to deal with crises 
and conflicts, and maintain a clear professional boundary. However, they are 
aware of the importance of being protected physically, personally, and emotion-
ally, with a procedure that allows for researcher anonymity when reporting high- 
risk results. Additionally, they can provide examples of how to use appropriate 
channels to process their vulnerability in various stages of their research—before, 
during, and after the data collection process. Being a public figure and a protec-
tor, researchers bear the responsibility to protect their research subjects and they 
must also express their need for researcher protection. 

7.1. Formal Definition of Researcher Vulnerability 

In this case study, the scholar did not offer a formal definition of researcher vul-
nerability. Nevertheless, she viewed her vulnerability from a positive perspective 
in that she finally completed her time-intensive studies without being physically 
harmed. Her research process provides a learned lesson for social scientists to 
emphasize educational training on how to protect researchers. This suggestion 
also provides support to deliver IRB training with positivity, i.e., addressing the 
need and importance of promoting researcher protection.  

In terms of conceptualizing the phenomenon of researcher vulnerability, the 
qualitative data support this phenomenon as a reminder that a research protocol 
must be developed for protecting the researchers. Researcher protection is the 
process involved to ensure the implementation of a high-quality protection 
scheme that is designed to overcome vulnerability on both ends—the researchers 
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and the research subjects. Since these two concepts have not been clearly defined 
in health and mental health studies, additional research must be conducted to 
identify key elements in developing researcher protection guidelines or IRB 
protocol that contains safety plans for the researcher. These specific IRB proce-
dures can accomplish this protection by developing clear research prototypes 
before researchers are engaged in unpredictable situations. Thus, the researchers 
can practice protection strategies to avoid threats to their emotional and physical 
safety.  

7.2. Strength of This Study 

The strength of this study is it provided a first-hand information from the angle 
of a researcher with in-depth experience in conducting studies with gang mem-
bers and sex workers. Through multiple interviews, valuable insights were ob-
tained, such as how the scholar needed support to process the aftermath of feel-
ing vulnerable but could not share with her family due to confidentiality, and 
how her family’s negative judgment of her work may affect her future studies 
with high-risk populations. A major limitation of this study is that it only had 
one case study to illustrate the importance of the vulnerable researcher pheno-
menon; the dialogue provided in this study was limited to a scholar’s experience 
with two high-risk populations—gangs and sex workers. Nonetheless, this result 
provides a beginning step for researchers to be more aware of their research 
surroundings. These include how their thinking may influence the subjects’ an-
swers and how the researchers may be negatively perceived by potential subjects 
(Snoek & Horstkötter, 2018). 

7.3. For Future Research 

The six themes identified to be vulnerable researcher factors can be used to in-
itiate a dialogue on researcher protection in health research. This dialogue should 
pay attention to the multiple roles of being a researcher, educator, and practi-
tioner. These findings also outline the major principles for researching high-risk 
topics, including awareness of one’s vulnerability, prevention, collaboration, ad-
vanced training on research, and practice ethics. In addition to proposing IRB 
guidelines that include protecting researchers in ethnographic and other field 
studies in health research, the scholar also recommended universities to form a 
counseling committee to help researchers process their emotional reactions to 
research findings and debrief on high-risk encounters during their data collec-
tion process. Her insights into helping the vulnerable researcher bring forth an 
idea similar to self-care in health services: all practitioners, including research-
ers, should have a chance to process intense emotions generated from their prac-
tice to enhance healthy continuation of their work. 

8. Conclusion 

The purpose of this study is to address challenging issues in protecting re-
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searchers in risky situations and report the discovery of the vulnerable researcher 
phenomenon through a case study on gang members and sex workers research. 
Vulnerability is reciprocal when research subjects sense the risk of participating 
in research while their researchers also feel the negative impact of a risky envi-
ronment. Researchers are meticulously trained to protect the safety and identity 
of research subjects and prevent potential risks associated with the research. 
Guidelines have been developed to protect human subjects, with a specific focus 
on the vulnerable populations (see the most recent guidelines in von Benzon & 
van Blerk, 2017). When Peterson et al. (2017) proposed a peer-led model to 
educate researchers on how to deal with vulnerable situations, they mentioned 
the importance of promoting researchers’ health. However, there is currently no 
specific protocol that addresses researchers’ mental health or concrete guidelines 
that aim to protect researchers’ privacy. 

In this case study, six vulnerability factors were identified in the scholar’s de-
scription of her research experience. The research protocol should include these 
factors as part of the researchers’ self-care plan. When self-disclosing one’s mul-
tiple roles as a researcher, the vulnerable researcher must also answer this ques-
tion on self-protection: “What can researchers do to protect themselves when and 
after conducting research and publishing results that may put them at risk?” Fu-
ture topics of exploration on this subject may include how to increase institu-
tional involvement in researcher protection to reduce researcher vulnerability, 
how to train researchers to better protect themselves, and what role the IRB could 
play in the protection of vulnerable researchers. Furthermore, more research 
should be conducted to test existing risk-management protocols developed by 
organizations that routinely operate in high-risk environments. A researcher 
protection plan is the next priority step. 
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