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The following lecture outline is 
intended for educational 
purposes and is best used in 
combination with the book 
published by Guilford Press. It 
was prepared with support 
from NIMH Grant R25 
MH068298, Fran H. Norris, 
Principal Investigator.

PART V. 
Special Challenges in Disaster 
Research
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Chapter 18:Chapter 18:
Conducting Research in Other Conducting Research in Other 
CountriesCountries

Arthur D. Murphy, Julia L. Perilla, and 
Eric C. Jones
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Bringing Colleagues from Foreign Bringing Colleagues from Foreign 
Countries into Research Projects:Countries into Research Projects:
True Collaboration Across BordersTrue Collaboration Across Borders

The Colleague Facilitator
Find someone who has experience working 
with the local (indigenous) government and 
research personnel in the place where we will 
carry out our project
This person need not to be in your discipline

It is important that the local colleagues have 
experience working through the bureaucratic, 
political, and cultural issues
She or he should serve as a “reality check” by 
providing understanding of indigenous context
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Bringing Colleagues from Foreign Bringing Colleagues from Foreign 
Countries into Research Projects:Countries into Research Projects:
True Collaboration Across BordersTrue Collaboration Across Borders

Reward Mechanism
For many academicians in other countries 
research opportunities with foreign 
collaborators are opportunities to supplement 
their incomes

It is not unusual for academicians in other places to 
hold 2 or even 3 jobs to make ends meet

Must think about these remuneration issues 
when budgeting for international collaboration
Must also appreciate the way money floats 
locally to make sure that your collaborators will 
actually receive their deserved wages
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Bringing Colleagues from Foreign Bringing Colleagues from Foreign 
Countries into Research Projects:Countries into Research Projects:
True Collaboration Across BordersTrue Collaboration Across Borders

Power and Experience Differential
Realize that a status of a academician in Western societies is both 
socially and economically privileged

Power differential between the principal investigator and all other 
participants in a project is exacerbated when the study is funded in a 
wealthy country but carried out in a foreign and less privileged locale

Do not  become too focused on formal faculty degrees or 
academic positions 

PhD is not an academic career prerequisite in many countries
Recognize a status in academia in other countries may be built on 
service, longevity, teaching, or politics, not necessarily on scholarship 
(publications)

Convey practical, applied, utilitarian values of you research project
Only wealthy nations can afford the luxury of what we call “basic”
science
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Challenges in Study Design and Challenges in Study Design and 
ImplementationImplementation

IRB Clearance and Informed Consent
IRB is not a worldwide phenomenon
Local IRB-like entities may be more concerned with issues of 
relevance than with confidentiality and compensation to the 
participants

Locals concerned with the possible harmful use of the data against 
their institution, community, nation

Privacy issues may be construed very differently and at times 
researched may not have a control to assure confidentiality

“Social collective pressures” not to “keep a secret”
Informed consent should be obtained consistently with cultural 
scripts and expectations

Often historically justified reluctance to sign documents
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Challenges in Study Design and Challenges in Study Design and 
ImplementationImplementation

Participant Compensation
People’s time and effort should be acknowledged and 
recognized
Make sure that you are not coercing people into participating in
studies

If incentives for participation in a 2-hour study are close to, or even 
exceed daily wages, it will be difficult for a person to turn down the 
opportunity

Incentives and compensation for study participants 
should be decided after consultation with colleagues in 
each host country and in accordance with local customs
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Challenges in Study Design and Challenges in Study Design and 
ImplementationImplementation

Appropriate and Comprehensible Language
Internal variations within a language can be extraordinary

There may be many versions of a language
An official (bureaucratic) version, one spoken by the elite, another used 
by the common people
A word or a phrase may differ from one location to another

An instrument devised in one place may not be appropriate for 
work in other region or country that officially uses the same 
language

e.g., England vs. U.S. vs. Australia; Spain vs. Mexico
When working in a foreign language, it is important to address 
variations in language and of the particular variations in 
language used by specific local population subgroups
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Challenges in Study Design and Challenges in Study Design and 
ImplementationImplementation

Validity and Reliability
Construct validity of the translated instrument 

Take the instrument to the field and ask people what they 
understand by each question
Local translators are key to this process, it is necessary to attain the 
appropriate local wording

Internal validity
Threats (rival hypotheses) are universal (etic)
Yet, must understand local history and context

External validity will be affected by willingness to participate and 
provide truthful information

Sampling procedures should account for residence patterns and 
household compositions
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Challenges in Study Design and Challenges in Study Design and 
ImplementationImplementation

Engaging the Local Community
Take the time to dialogue with community members before 
finalizing the design and data collection procedures
Community consultants help understand the potential pitfalls of 
procedures, give guidance regarding community dynamics and 
politics, and aid in addressing the problems that arise during the 
project

Questions can be perceived to be disrespectful or dangerous to 
participants
Procedures that seem reasonable and ethical may be impossible or
potentially harmful for interviewers
Proposed compensation schemes might be hard for local 
investigators to meet in future studies
Protection against cultural misinterpretations
Assistance in writing and dissemination strategies once the project is 
finished
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Logistical Challenges:Logistical Challenges:
Hidden Costs & Hiring of Local StaffHidden Costs & Hiring of Local Staff

Currency and banking issues
Electronic transfers, ATMs
No credit cards, carry cash
Accounting fees and payroll practices
Budget 10-25% more for these “hidden costs”

Hiring local professionals and field staff 
Use local colleagues to search for those individuals
Conduct uniform and consistent training for all research assistants and 
interviewers
Engage local colleagues to constantly review field work

they are aware of the pitfalls that class and education bring to the process
If inadvertent bias is found, it can often be remedied by additional training 

Be vigilant and together with local collaborators continuously monitor 
the research process
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Researcher as a Guest of the Host Researcher as a Guest of the Host 
CountryCountry

Do not forget you are – and always will be – a guest of 
the host country

Do not believe that because you have $$$ special privileges 
should be allowed
Negotiations must be carried out without assumptions of 
entitlement

Do not leave your sense of humor at home
RESPECTRESPECT – the quality universally central to any cross-
cultural collaboration

Reciprocal respect is not just a courtesy
It is a perquisite of the ethics and validity of your research efforts

Make time for having fun together in exploring and 
understanding the host culture
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This presentation was 
prepared by Krys Kaniasty, 
Indiana University of 
Pennsylvania and Opole 
University (Poland), with 
support from NIMH Grant R25 
MH068298, Fran H. Norris, 
Principal Investigator.
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