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Doing Research in Transboundary Protected 
Conflict Zones: Reflections from Uganda
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Abstract 
Research in transboundary resource conflict contexts has been presented as critical in 
conflict resolution processes, yet the field experiences of researchers are seldom 
highlighted. This article shares research experiences in transboundary conflict contexts 
to provide insights for research practice. Using the conflict in the Namatala 
transboundary wetland in Eastern Uganda, the article draws on reflections from the 
field. Using a mixed-methods approach, data were collected through household 
surveys, focus group discussions, and key participant interviews. The experiences 
discussed include how researchers' identities and positionality impact the research 
process, how entry into the study area creates assumptions about the researcher within 
the community, and how data generation involves negotiating power relations, risks, 
and uncertainties. The article demonstrates that research in transboundary conflict 
contexts is shaped by the social setting, resources available to the researcher, and their 
ability to adapt to new situations constantly. We contend that contextual dynamics 
often shape field research practice, and researchers need to be flexible in adapting 
methodological and practical strategies in response to local contexts.
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Introduction
Conducting research in fragile environments has increasingly garnered scholarly 
attention (Chirambwi 2024; Moss et al. 2019; Schulz 2021; Shanks/ Paulson 
2022). In their study on conducting research in conflict areas, Chirambwi (2024: 
161) and Thaler (2021: 19) highlight the ethical, practical, and professional 
dilemmas researchers encounter in the field. While the research process in a 
transboundary resource-conflict context is potentially enriching, it can be 
daunting and life-threatening. In this article, we draw on our experience and 
reflect on the practical aspects of researching the conflict-ridden Namatala 
transboundary protected wetland in eastern Uganda. We advance two 
arguments: first, that conducting research in such contexts presents both 
challenges and opportunities, and second, that there are existing cultural, 
political, economic, environmental, and legal complexities that shape the 
research practice and which researchers in such contexts need to be aware of. 

Drawing and critically reflecting on our experience, we also consider the 
opportunities and challenges experienced while researching in this context, how 
researchers navigate such fields, and what insights can be gained from these 
experiences to inform research practice in transboundary resource-conflict 
contexts. The article is divided into three sections. The first section sets the stage 
by introducing our case and reviewing related literature. In the second section, 
we provide a contextual setting by offering a description of Namatala wetland 
and our research experience, and in the final section, we provide the 
contributions of the paper highlighting the interplay of positionality, reflexivity 
and relationality in shaping research practice. 

Embarking on the research journey: Context and discourses on conflict 
research experience
On a Monday morning in January 2018, Constance Mudondo, together with her 
supervisors and the research team, embarked on a 230-kilometre journey from 
Kampala to conduct research in the districts of Mbale, Budaka and Butaleja along 
Namatala transboundary wetland in Eastern Uganda. The study was part of a 
PhD project titled Land Conflicts and Livelihoods of People Utilising Namatala 
Wetland in Eastern Uganda. This was a mixed-methods research study that 
adopted both quantitative and qualitative approaches. Our field research 
involved interviewing people from three different communities in the three 
districts that have experienced conflicts for the past three decades over the use of 
Namatala transboundary wetland. The conflicts have been documented as brutal 
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(Mudondo et al. 2021: 334); however, during fieldwork, the violent episodes had 
reduced, but there were strong emotions attached to the conflict. Due to these 
emotions, we encountered several challenges, opportunities, and dilemmas 
during our fieldwork. We draw on our research experiences in Namatala 
wetland in Uganda, to offer insights on the risks, complexities, negotiations and 
compromises embedded within research practice in transboundary protected 
resource-conflict settings.

Transboundary resources are public resources shared by more than one 
autonomous sovereign land. This land can be a country, a region, or a district 
within the same nation (Sandwith et al. 2001: 3). Protected resources include 
wildlife, mountains, forests, water bodies, and wetlands, as is the case with 
Namatala. Transboundary resources are often prone to violent conflicts due to 
the complexities involved in sharing them (Amahowé et al. 2013: 95; Liu/ Molina 
2021: 2), and such conflicts can occur within or cross national borders (Okumu 
2010: 279ff). In this article, we focus on an intrastate transboundary protected 
wetland.

Given the increasing impacts of climate change variability, wetlands play a 
significant role in supporting livelihoods. This is because wetlands are always 
moist, have fertile soils and thus provide biodiversity services (Turyahabwe et 
al. 2017: 162). In Uganda, wetlands are a source of livelihood for approximately 
10% of the population, who engage in activities such as farming, sand mining, 
brickmaking, fishing, grazing, and providing materials for artisanal products, 
furniture, and shelter (Turyahabwe et al. 2017: 162). While wetlands are legally 
protected resources in Uganda (NEMA 2019), the surrounding communities 
continue to derive livelihoods from them due to weak law enforcement, which 
often results in violent conflicts in different parts of the country as communities 
compete to access and utilise them (Namaalwa et al. 2013: 46). This situation is 
worse when the wetland straddles a transboundary area, as in the case of 
Namatala in eastern Uganda. Conflict-ridden transboundary resource contexts 
can be challenging for communities and individuals undertaking various 
activities within these conflict zones, including researchers working in such 
areas. Researchers in such environments often have to draw on available 
resources to adjust their research plans and make informed decisions on various 
aspects of the field. As our experience will demonstrate, conducting research in 
transboundary protected resource-conflict contexts presents unique challenges 
for researchers, which can potentially shape field research practices. 

While it is desirous and critical to conduct research in transboundary resource-
conflict contexts for peacebuilding and informing policy (Bush/ Duggan 2014: 
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304), the research setting can be constraining and challenging to work in. This is 
because the issues that shape such conflicts are multifaceted and can directly 
affect how research is conducted. Transboundary protected resource conflicts are 
often shaped by class and social dichotomies, multiple jurisdictions, and legal 
restrictions (van Amerom 2002: 267ff) with their attendant cultural, political, 
economic, and legal implications for resource users. Such conflicts generate 
intense emotions, misunderstandings and high levels of mistrust, which pose a 
significant challenge for researchers (Cronin-Furman/ Lake 2018: 608; Schiltz/ 
Büscher 2018: 124-125). Such emotions, assumptions, misunderstandings, and 
suspicions create a complex landscape for researchers, which may impede or 
alter their access to the study area and participants and shape the type of 
information obtained (Schulz 2021: 553). In extreme cases, it might put the lives 
of the researcher and participants at risk (Cronin-Furman/ Lake 2018: 608).

Earlier studies have shown that conflict settings are spaces of contested power 
relations that must be negotiated by both the researcher and the participating 
community members (Schulz 2021: 554). For example, the power exercised by 
the participants influences the decisions and actions of a researcher, which 
ultimately directs their research practice. However, this does not mean that 
transboundary resource-conflict contexts do not present any opportunities. 
Conflict study settings can provide opportunities for easy access to participants 
and their active involvement in research (Cohen/ Arieli 2011: 427), especially 
when a conflict community associates itself with the researcher’s identity. 

Literature reveals much about conducting research in conflict contexts. Some of 
the issues include the violent context within which research is conducted, the 
associated demands for flexibility and agility on the part of the researcher, and 
the need to attend to participants’ needs (Thaler 2021: 26ff). Several studies also 
highlight the practical and ethical dilemmas embedded in conducting research in 
conflict settings. These range from dilemmas associated with protecting 
participants, risks to the researcher, using brokers to access participants, 
selecting locations for interviews and participants, and getting approvals and 
consent (Arawi 2021: 3382; Mena/ Hilhorst 2022: 304-305; Moss et al. 2019: 87; 
Santschi 2017: 28).  

Other studies demonstrate that conducting research in conflict areas necessitates 
adopting conflict-sensitive approaches, as researchers have the potential to 
positively or negatively influence local actors (Santschi 2017: 28). In line with 
this argument, some scholars emphasise the importance of considering 
positionality in a conflict context. This positionality is not only of the researchers 
but also the research assistants and the participants (Schulz 2021: 555). 
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Furthermore, the literature also highlights some opportunities for conducting 
research in conflict areas, for instance, in understanding how middlemen 
facilitate navigating the complex research terrain (Schiltz/ Büscher 2018: 
128-129). This literature highlights the challenges and opportunities associated 
with conducting research in conflict contexts.

Undeniably, though, the fluidity of the conflict context, and the mistrust and 
misunderstandings that come with the transboundary conflict setting, can 
restrict and alter several activities in the field (Moss et al. 2019: 88).  Mistrust and 
misunderstanding are not only unique to transboundary resource conflict 
contexts, but they might be more prominent in this context in comparison to 
other research settings that include fieldwork. The mistrust in transboundary 
conflict contexts is not only about who the researchers are and where they come 
from (Cohen/ Arieli 2011: 426) but also their intentions for being in the field at 
that time. In the case of Namatala, mistrust can also stem from the perceived 
implications of the research on their tenure security and the continued use of the 
wetland. The suspicion and the unfolding events in the research area often 
jeopardise the planned trajectory of the field research. Researchers in such 
contexts may need to adjust their strategies, leverage any existing connections in 
the field, and employ unconventional or creative methods to access the field and 
research participants. Drawing on our experience, we highlight how the research 
field, resources available to the researcher, and the researcher’s agency influence 
the research practice in transboundary resource conflict contexts.

The Namatala transboundary wetland: Setting the context
Namatala wetland is the primary source of livelihood for predominantly rice-
farming communities. Shared by more than six districts in Eastern Uganda, the 
wetland is a catchment area covering about 260 square kilometres (Zsuffa et al. 
2014: 198) surrounding the seasonal River Namatala. Our study, however, was 
limited to three districts: Mbale, Budaka, and Butaleja. Budaka and Butaleja are 
rural, while the district of Mbale is more urban than the other two. The three 
districts are composed of different community groups. For instance, Mbale 
district is dominated by the Bagisu community group, Budaka district by the 
Bagwere, and Butaleja by the Banyole. The main economic activity in all three 
districts is agriculture. A map showing the Namatala wetland, which is shared 
by three districts, is presented in Figure 1.
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Fig. 1 Map of Namatala Wetland in eastern Uganda (Namaalwa et al. 2013: 46) 

As Figure 1 illustrates, the three districts of Mbale, Budaka, and Butaleja are 
bounded by subcounties, which are lower administrative structures, at their 
shared boundaries. Bukasakya subcounty in Mbale shares the wetland with 
Kamonkoli subcounty in Budaka district, while Butaleja town council shares the 
wetland with Lyama in Budaka district. Thus, the competition among different 
wetland users from various districts has generated distinct conflicts in the area 
(Mudondo et al. 2021: 333).

The Namatala wetland has, in recent years, become a site of violent conflicts due 
to the numerous livelihood opportunities it offers. The wetland has experienced 
three major conflicts, with the first dating back to the colonial era. This conflict 
erupted during the expansion of the British Protectorate in Eastern Uganda. The 
formation of Bukedi district in 1902 involved several adjustments and 
readjustments of political boundaries between Bugisu and Bugwere (Khanakwa 
2012). The unclear demarcation of boundaries caused eruption of violent 
conflicts between the Bagwere of Budaka, and the Bagisu of Mbale. The primary 
cause of the conflict at the time was not so much about access to the wetland but 
rather a struggle for ‘control’ of Mbale town, the central business district of the 
time. While the first conflict was contained shortly before Uganda’s 
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independence (Khanakwa 2012), the two community groups developed a 
longstanding rivalry related to the control and use of the wetland resource for 
livelihoods, such as rice growing in the area, throughout the 1990s. 

Introducing rice growing and livelihood shifts to the wetland sparked a second 
wave of violent conflict between 2007 and 2011 among wetland users. The 
violent conflict episodes involved the blockage of access roads to Mbale town 
and the loss of human life  (Kolyangha/ Kitunzi 2017: 5). The violence attracted 
the attention of the central Ugandan government, and measures were 
undertaken to end it. However, due to the prevalent effects of climate change 
variability, such as persistent droughts in the area and a diminishing resource 
base, a third wave of conflicts emerged in 2016-2017 between the Bagwere of 
Budaka and the Banyole of Butaleja. These issues and other contextual dynamics, 
such as unclear boundaries in the wetland, the river's seasonality, and the official 
designation of the wetland as a protected resource area, have significantly 
contributed to the enduring conflicts in the Namatala wetland (Mudondo et al. 
2021: 331). All three waves of conflict involved gruesome murders, the maiming 
of some people from the different communities, the loss of crop harvests, and, to 
some, the loss of land. It is fair to say that the loss of land and the enduring 
nature of the conflicts have produced strong antagonistic emotions between 
members of the different communities. 

In the following section, we highlight our experiences of doing research in 
Namatala. We categorise them into four subthemes: 1) researchers’ identity, the 
challenges and opportunities, 2) entering the field: direction and means of 
transport used, 3) the process of generating data: the risks, power relations 
among participants and the flexibilities, and 4) political events and how they 
shaped participants’ perceptions of the researchers. 

Researchers’ identity: The challenges and opportunities
In qualitative research, identity which is understood as a sense of how people 
culturally perceive themselves (Schwartz et al. 2008: 635), is said to influence the 
research process and the findings. In our case, we were aware of our position as 
outsiders. This notwithstanding, some of the names of the research team 
members were associated with one of the community groups (Bagwere) 
involved in the resource conflict in the study area. This made our access to one 
district (Budaka) easier because some of our team members were considered 
“children of the soil,” who are deeply concerned about the challenges of their 
motherland. This cordial reception was observed when seeking permission to 
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conduct research in the district. In this district, the political head, known as the 
Local Council V Chairman, kept saying, “It's good that you've come back home 
to find out for yourself what's going on at your home.” The excitement of the 
political leader was visible. He quickly instructed his secretary to draft an 
acceptance letter indicating that permission was granted to us to work in the 
district. Given that some team members could speak Lugwere, we engaged in 
conversations which further strengthened the trust between the community 
leader and the researchers. 

However, in the other two districts (Mbale and Butaleja), gaining acceptance 
and access was not easy, and it required considerable explanation and discussion 
about who we were and the purpose of the research. This is because we were 
initially suspected of either being one of the enemies (the Bagwere) or their 
spies. This began from the moment we sought permission. In one of the districts 
(Butaleja), after introductions, the district leader categorically asked Constance 
Mudondo, a PhD student, where she was born because her name was more 
closely associated with the Bagwere. She had to provide a convincing 
explanation of her origin and how she obtained her name, which significantly 
influenced the reception we received as researchers. The leader also questioned 
why many people were now interested in conducting research in their district. 
There had been another researcher before us who studied the conflict in the 
region. We could not stand in for other researchers. However, we had to provide 
an explanation for our interest in that district. Highlighting our research purpose 
and presenting research permits and support letters from Makerere University 
were vital in accessing the study area.

Upon reading the name of the student’s academic supervisor in the introductory 
letter, the district leader of Butaleja felt more at ease, as he happened to know the 
supervisor and had fond memories of him from his university days. This 
allowed us to build a relationship of trust by discussing the supervisor in terms 
of his work, the courses he teaches at the university, and his progress through 
the university's ranks. However, even after a lengthy discussion, he was unable 
to make a final decision to allow us to undertake research in his district on that 
day. He told us he had no objection, but he needed to consult with other leaders 
so that we would not face any challenges while in the field. We were asked to 
return after two days for the letter of acceptance. The leader’s knowledge about 
the supervisor was an added opportunity we capitalised on to build rapport and 
gain fair acceptance from the district leader. 

The opportunities and challenges associated with our names continued even 
during our interaction with participants. In one of the districts, some participants 
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were uncomfortable interacting with us. Detailed explanations of the study's 
purpose and clear introductions, stating where we came from, became necessary. 
A great deal of informal, casual conversation accompanied this. However, we 
found this enriching during the focus group discussions (FGDs) because it 
enabled us to explore the issues of community, family, intermarriage, and social 
relations in the study. Thus, despite the challenges associated with our identity 
in some situations, we used it as an opportunity to generate valuable data.

Entering the field: Direction and means of transport used
In a transboundary resource-conflict context, entering the field can be 
challenging. We faced challenges related to the access road we used when 
penetrating the field. Initially, we did not consider the road leading to a given 
community a contestable issue. However, in one of our field visits, we realised 
that some participants were uncomfortable talking to us because of the access 
route we used to reach their community. In one of the focus group discussions in 
the Butaleja district, a participant asked us, 

“I saw you using this road to come here [pointing to the road that leads to 
the opposing community]; how sure are we that you are not from Budaka 
[the opponent community]? To us, anyone coming from that side reminds 
us of our enemies.”
 

In this case, we had to explain who we were, our origin, the purpose of the 
research, and how we were unaware of the emotions attached to some roads. To 
minimise suspicion, we were compelled to use a different, longer access route in 
subsequent visits. 

Related to the above was using a car to access the field. We learnt that using a car 
while entering the field is a potential source of some challenges. At the outset of 
our research, the car garnered considerable attention. It made some community 
members uncomfortable, visibly suspicious, and eager to know the people 
involved. At one time, a community member said: “The people who come here 
with cars these days are from NEMA [National Environment Management 
Authority]”. NEMA is the body which regulates the utilisation of environment 
resources in Uganda. Given that wetlands are protected resources, our arrival in 
a car was associated with the deprivation of the communities’ resources. 
However, given that we had moved with one of their local leaders in the car, he 
was able to explain to them who we were and what we were doing in their 
community. The car had attracted a lot of attention, aroused issues of power 
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relations, and we were associated with the loss of a livelihood. Abandoning the 
vehicle in our subsequent field trips and navigating the community on foot 
helped us to negotiate acceptability and power relations in the community. 
Working with the local leader also made access to the field a little easier; he 
explained the purpose of our visit to the community. 

Generating data: Risks, power relations and the flexibilities
Safety for researchers and participants in conflict settings has been extensively 
discussed (Levitt et al. 2021: 635; Shaw et al. 2020: 279ff). Our experiences 
demonstrate that it is crucial to continually prioritise one’s own safety as a 
researcher and the safety of participants in any research engagement. This was 
an ethical issue in the study but also an issue to reflect upon concerning research 
practice. Given that the emotive feelings about the resource conflict were still 
fresh in some communities, some participants did not want any outsiders in their 
community to discuss conflict issues. 

Our experience suggests that there were generational differences in the 
participants' willingness to participate in the interviews. The younger people 
were often unwilling to talk to us about the conflict, as they said they did not 
want to be reminded of it. However, their older counterparts were always 
willing to do so. In Buyemba village, Budaka district, an older man stated that he 
had to share this information with us because it was very painful for him to 
witness the collapse of the relationship between the two communities. He said 
people need to know that, at one time, the two conflicting communities formed 
alliances to fight against another community in Tororo, another district. 

In some instances, the younger participants were hostile to us. In one of the 
communities, one of our focus group discussions (FGDs) was suspended for the 
safety of our participants and ourselves. The youths who were not part of the 
study joined the session and began questioning why we had not conducted the 
study before the conflict. It was not immediately clear to us why the youth 
behaved this way. Probably, because of their age, they were bolder and more 
assertive to question; or perhaps because they saw us as benefiting from 
studying their community, yet they had no future. Even after several attempts to 
convince them of the study's purpose and timing, they remained unconvinced. 
They started accusing the older participants of betraying their community by 
accepting to talk to strangers. The local leader attempted to explain the purpose 
of their participation, but they remained hostile. While the participants were 
willing to continue with the discussions, we felt it was not safe for us, and may 
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not be safe for these participants after we have left. So, we suspended the 
discussion and arranged for the FGD on another date and at a different venue, 
away from the community. The suspension of the FGD arguably affected the 
data generated in the subsequent FGD, as some participants were unable to 
attend. Additionally, the participants who attended may have been intimidated 
into not sharing their opinions openly. Efforts were made to create a conducive 
atmosphere with fewer direct questions in these discussions.

Community cultural dynamics can also influence research practices in the 
context of transboundary resource conflicts. Typically, as researchers, we 
approach the field with pre-existing principles for conducting FGDs, where 
males are separated from females to capture gender-disaggregated opinions. 
However, the field dynamics have a significant impact on how this process is 
conducted. In one of the communities, members insisted that men and women 
should not be separated in the FGDs because, in their community, men and 
women are united. Separating them was perceived as dividing a unified 
community and making one gender gossip about the other. However, in other 
communities, separating the women from the men was accepted; even then, 
some women were not free to talk to us in the FGDs. Our interactions with some 
women in the discussions often proved a significant challenge because they 
could not open up freely, even when they were among fellow women. Those 
who were more educated or had leadership positions were more assertive than 
those who were less educated and had no leadership positions in the 
community. We constantly prompted them by singling them out to say 
something. While this helped them to participate in the discussions, it appeared 
to embarrass them. We had a dilemma of how to prompt them to talk without 
embarrassing them. We tried to reduce direct prompts and increase general 
prompts. 

Generating information in a transboundary conflict context also involves 
adjusting the data collection strategy due to the volatile environment. During 
our preparation to go into the field, we were informed by the local leader of one 
of the districts (Butaleja) that, given that some of the names on the research team 
were associated with the opposing community, it was not advisable for our team 
to conduct the household survey. We had to get more local research assistants to 
collect the data in that district. These were not part of the trained research team. 
Therefore, they had to undergo training for one day before embarking on data 
collection. This change influenced the process and the quality of the data 
collected. However, given that quantitative data was collected first, we ensured 
that the qualitative methods complemented the quantitative data. 
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The other change of strategy related to methodology was the inclusion of 
snowball sampling. During the key participant interviews, names were often 
mentioned that had influenced the conflict. While snowballing was not initially 
part of our sampling strategy, the nature of the data obtained necessitated 
accessing some participants through their networks. The adjustments also 
involved interviewing wetland farmers in their gardens, as they had no other 
available time. Given that most community members were guarding their 
gardens because of the conflicts, meeting them at home was very rare. So, 
appointments were made to find them in their gardens in the wetland. While this 
allowed us to appreciate the vegetation in the wetland and their activities, we 
had to be quicker in asking questions because we were aware that the farmers 
had to return to the garden.

Political events and participants’ assumptions of researchers
Quite often, the relationship between the researcher and participants is shaped 
by other social and political events that occur in the research area, and these 
need to be acknowledged. Our presence in the field raised suspicion in the 
different communities because the months preceding the study were 
characterised by threats by the government to evict the communities from the 
wetland. As such, any stranger was suspected to be a person coming to evict 
them or someone gathering information that would later lead to the loss of their 
resources. It was not surprising that we were suspected of being government 
agents or agents of institutions that wanted to evict them. While some 
participants feared interacting with us, others boldly told us to go and tell the 
government that whoever wants to evict them from the wetland should come 
ready to die. Again, we navigated this suspicion by explaining the purpose of the 
study and stating that we were not staff members of the Ministry of Water and 
Environment or NEMA. 

The political events in the field influenced our interaction with the participants 
and the kind of information we got. The informal interactions before data 
collection, along with the constant explanations, helped to allay the community 
members’ fears about us. These reflections highlight the opportunities, risks, 
complexities, negotiations, adjustments, and compromises inherent in research 
practice in transboundary resource-conflict contexts, which are discussed in the 
following section.
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Discussion 
Our reflections provide insight into the interplay between the research setting, 
the researcher’s resources, and agency in influencing research practice in 
transboundary protected resource areas. We demonstrate this interplay in three 
subthemes: negotiating positionality, reflexivity and relationality before 
fieldwork; continuous reflexivity, relationality and ethical considerations during 
fieldwork; and reflexivity in the interpretation of findings after fieldwork. In the 
following section, we highlight the interplay between these aspects and their 
influence on research practice. 

Negotiating positionality, reflexivity and relationality before fieldwork

In a transboundary conflict context, researchers may often encounter structural 
bureaucracies that can be challenging to navigate when entering the research 
field. However, their positionality influences how they navigate them. 
Positionality is the social and personal characteristics such as identity, gender, 
nationality, race or institutional affiliation that researchers bring to the field 
(Holmes 2020: 1). Our reflections show that the perceived shared identity with 
some communities facilitated access, while in others, it triggered suspicion, fear, 
anger; and required negotiation. In our case, the perceived shared identity 
served as the bonding social capital that fostered trust, reduced power inequality 
between the researchers and the community, and facilitated community 
acceptance. The identity of the researchers shapes the nature of interactions and 
relationships of trust with community leaders and determines when and how 
acceptance is granted. Researchers should understand that, in a transboundary 
conflict context, their acceptance is not necessarily determined by the permits 
they carry to the field but rather by how layers of leaders in the conflict 
community perceive their identity. This requires patience from researchers to 
allow for internal negotiations about their acceptance within the community. 

Gaining acceptance in a transboundary conflict context is also influenced by 
relationality. Relationality in this article refers to the understanding that the 
world is made up of a web of relations both within and between human and 
non-human entities (Pearson et al. 2025: 1). In many contexts, reality is relational 
in nature (Shafique 2025: 7). Our established connections with local leaders and 
the relations with institutional actors such as supervisors helped us navigate the 
bureaucratic structures. Such social capital plays a significant role when 
conducting research in conflict contexts (Parashar 2019: 250). In our case, our 
relations with the PhD supervisor served as social capital, paving the way for 
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our acceptance. Therefore, researchers in transboundary conflict contexts should 
be aware that their identity can either facilitate or impede acceptance, and they 
should leverage opportunities for relationality in their research practice. 

The relationality that shapes research practice in a transboundary conflict context 
also relates to the previous and current political and legal dynamics in a given 
context. The past and present experiences of loss of life, resources, and political 
threats defined how we are perceived. In a conflict context, the presence of a 
researcher in the field may be perceived as supporting unjust power structures 
(Shafique 2025: 10). Thus, our presence was associated with the potential loss of 
the wetland and reminded residents of their pain. Given that conflict research 
contexts are often unpredictable (Kostovicova/ Knott 2022: 57), it may be 
difficult to know the underlying issues likely to affect your research. However, to 
plan more effectively for mitigating issues during fieldwork, efforts should be 
made to gather sufficient information about the context before heading to the 
field.

Continuous reflexivity and ethical considerations during fieldwork

During fieldwork, research practices require researchers to maintain continuous 
self-awareness (Schiltz/ Büscher 2018: 130), adapt their approaches, and be 
sensitive to community experiences. Our reflections demonstrate that, in a 
transboundary conflict research setting, access roads shape the assumptions 
participants make about researchers and the interactions with communities, 
depending on the sociopolitical environment. Using certain roads in a 
transboundary conflict zone may be misinterpreted as being affiliated with 
particular groups, which can remind communities of their painful experiences. 
Researchers may consider adjusting their routes to avoid exacerbating 
community tensions, thereby influencing the actions that shape their research 
practice. 

Often, as outsiders, researchers are detached from the experiences of the 
communities where research is conducted. This requires creating numerous 
conversational spaces with local mobilisers to understand the sociopolitical 
landscape. The reflections also show that research practice in transboundary 
conflict contexts is more than the well-crafted plans researchers devise before 
heading to the field; it requires adjustments during fieldwork, even when these 
adjustments have logistical implications, as our experience demonstrates. 

Flexibility and agility are essential tools in research practice in a transboundary 
conflict context, as the setting requires researchers to relate to the reality at hand 
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and adapt in order to continue their research.  Researchers in transboundary 
conflict contexts have to be flexible by continuously evaluating and adjusting 
their practices to circumstances they encounter in the research field.   Aghaei et 
al. (2022: 25) note that flexibility and agility enable individuals to respond 
swiftly to unanticipated changes and even utilise them to their advantage. 
Accordingly, research practice in a transboundary resource-conflict setting is 
complex and requires researchers to consider tacit issues that shape their 
perception, interactions with participants in the field, and the ability to make 
changes that reduce misunderstandings. The challenge is that some changes may 
have budgetary implications, as noted earlier, and that is a reality that 
researchers need to consider. 

The presence of physical capital, such as cars that facilitate the movement of 
researchers, is a critical issue that warrants continuous reflection. Cars can 
trigger anxiety in the community depending on the community’s earlier 
experiences. In the context of transboundary conflicts, cars may not necessarily 
be perceived as mere tools for transportation; they represent a power asymmetry 
between researchers and participants but are also associated with resource 
governance structures. The power that these institutions hold over the contested 
resource creates resistance to any outsiders. Power asymmetry arouses negative 
assumptions about the researcher by associating them with institutions that are 
perceived to deprive communities of their resource base. This calls for 
researchers in transboundary contexts to understand that past experiences of 
communities shape their present interactions during field research. It also 
requires that researchers are continuously reflective, adopting a flexible mindset 
and strategies that foster trust and reduce power imbalances to navigate the 
complex field. 

Our experiences also highlight the ethical dilemmas in research practice in 
transboundary conflict contexts. The mistrust within the community, stemming 
from past experiences, raises concerns about informed consent and the potential 
consequences of participation. Our reflections reveal that there are generational 
differences in the willingness of participants to engage, stemming from the set of 
beliefs and opinions people hold about the conflict and its historical legacies. The 
younger participants were reluctant to engage, perhaps fearing political and 
economic implications of participation on their financial future, while older 
participants expressed a desire to document their historical legacies. Knowledge 
production ought to be dynamic to advance humanity (Kessi et al. 2021: 2) while 
also recognising generational differences in conflict experience (Levitt et al. 2021: 
361). In a transboundary conflict context, the consent of participants depends on 
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how the different participants perceive their conflict experience. Thus, research 
practice is not only directed by researchers but also by different participants in a 
given field. 

Our experience also underscores the need for continuous evaluation of the safety 
of researchers and participants during fieldwork. The decision to suspend a 
focus group discussion due to hostility of the younger generation was an 
element of ethical reflexivity where priority is given to the safety of participants 
rather than data generation (Shanks/ Paulson 2022: 177). It also reflects the 
power held by participants in research.  

Some studies have indicated that in research, there is a power imbalance in the 
relationships between researchers and participants (Råheim et al. 2016; Schulz 
2021: 552). Other scholars have even argued that participants are vulnerable in 
the relationship (Råheim et al. 2016: 4). However, our experience shows that, in a 
transboundary conflict context, participants may have a lot of power, which 
influences the direction of the research. The desire by researchers to adhere to 
the ethical consideration of participants’ and researcher’s safety renders them 
powerless in the relationship. Powerlessness compels researchers to make 
several adjustments which may include suspension of the interviews, changing 
the location of the interview, and adjusting how questions are asked. The 
unpredictable conflict research field requires agility and flexibility in ethical 
decision-making that considers research goals as well as field realities 
(Kostovicova/ Knott 2022: 57).

In transboundary conflict contexts, knowledge production is influenced by 
relationality among participants themselves. Differences in social status and 
education levels create internal power dynamics where some participants are 
more assertive than others. These differences influence who is dominant, how 
researchers ask questions, and how knowledge is constructed. 

This experience, therefore, demonstrates that research practice is not only shaped 
by the researchers and their actions, but also by different resources possessed by 
participants.  Participants hold varying levels resources which influence their 
abilities to assert themselves and interact within the research context. 
Researchers need to be aware that differences among participants create power 
relations in research and need to use sensitive approaches that give opportunities 
to the less assertive to participate without perpetuating the power imbalances. 

The reflections demonstrate that researchers need to adapt their methodologies 
to the local context. The seemingly simple arrangement of separating genders 
during focus group discussions reflect how external researchers, often 
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unintentionally, impose their own approaches and methodologies onto local 
communities (Schulz 2021: 557). Communities have their own internal social 
arrangements that govern interactions and this may be influenced by cultural 
norms, experiences with conflict, or previous encounters with researchers. The 
tendency of imposing such epistemologies by researchers ignores the cultural 
norms that shape gender interactions in communities. Such gender stereotypes 
and biases that researchers carry along to the field can contradict the existing 
local arrangements. Researchers should be willing to respect and learn from the 
community, and use their agency to integrate local knowledge into their research 
practice. 

Studies indicate that in qualitative research, a suitable location for interviews 
should be accessible, safe, and comfortable (Dempsey et al. 2016: 483). In a 
transboundary conflict context, the methodological and ethical issues of safety, 
suitability and accessibility of a venue are dependent on participants’ 
experiences. In such a research setting, an interaction between a participant and 
an outsider-researcher may be met with suspicion and can attract attention of 
community members that affects participation. In such a case, suitability of 
location, and safety of participants are fluid and relational because they are 
shaped by community feelings towards outsiders. Researchers need to be aware 
of how sensitive transboundary research contexts are and how such sensitivity 
may influence selection of a sight, participation and knowledge production. 

Our experiences show that in transboundary conflict settings, access to 
participants is equally relational in nature because it is often achieved through 
social networks. The information researchers receive in the field can determine 
who is included in the study and how they are accessed. This again requires that 
researchers are flexible and use their agency to adopt unplanned methodological 
strategies. Relationality is an instrumental resource in making these adjustments 
because a planned methodology may not be tenable. After all, the conflict setting 
is unpredictable, and what unfolds in it may require different courses of action. 
In such circumstances, researchers ought to continuously make adjustments and 
reflect on the implications of their choices. Our experiences challenge the 
thinking that "expert" researchers always determine the knowledge production 
(Krause 2021: 6). Researchers need the flexibility to change their approaches to 
accommodate unplanned methodologies that may emerge. Such adjustments 
come with opportunities to generate more knowledge and ensure that 
researchers respond to the realities in the field.

Reflexivity in interpretation of findings after fieldwork
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Our reflections demonstrate that after fieldwork, it is important for researchers to 
acknowledge how their positionality and the experiences they encounter in the 
field may shape the interpretation of their findings. Shafique (2025: 5) argues 
that how findings are interpreted and disseminated can sometimes perpetuate 
the existing structural inequalities in a given context. This calls for researchers to 
be sensitive during the interpretation of findings to ensure that it does not 
reinforce the power imbalances between participants and community groups. 
Our experiences in the community and the unplanned methodologies such as 
snowballing, interviewing participants in the gardens, and rescheduling focus 
group discussions show that the entire process of research practice in 
transboundary protected areas needs to be adaptable in nature and responsive to 
the local context.

Conclusion
These experiences illustrate that the research practice in the transboundary 
conflict context requires researchers to reflect on the experiences of the 
community where research is conducted, and the experiences they encounter 
with the community and participants. Reflecting on the field experiences will 
help them identify and draw on the resources they have to take actions in their 
research practice that are sensitive to the local realities. Research practice that is 
sensitive to the social context requires that researchers are agile and flexible to 
adapt their methodological and practical strategies in the research practice. We 
propose a reflective research practice framework which integrates flexibility, 
agility and relationality while remaining sensitive to local realities. Our proposed 
framework for reflective research practice in transboundary conflict contexts is 
shown in Figure 2.

Fig. 2 Proposed framework for reflective research practice in transboundary protected areas 
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