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Uneasy situations: Dialogical reflection on research with migrant men by women researchers 

 

 

Abstract 

Women scholars have written about benefits and challenges of interviewing male participants. However, sensitive 
issues and uneasy situations that happen in a research project are not commonly discussed by female researchers. 
Dynamics of cross-gender research can offer valuable insights into how to be prepared in similar research settings. 
Gendered performances, both by researchers and participants, inform much of the process of data collection and 
analysis. This paper focuses on examples from two recent studies conducted by two female migrant researchers 
with male migrants in the UK and Ireland. We focus on how masculinity and domination and sexualised  
behaviours can increase researchers’ vulnerability. Two factors are discussed in relation to how uneasy situations 
can be experienced: a. the topic of the research and b. the level of engagement in the project that are in need of 
further reflection. The present article extends the literature on power relations by using a ‘dialogical reflection 
method’ in feminist research and contributes to better understanding of how cultural knowledge, gender and 
sexuality are negotiated in cross-gender research with migrants.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Methodological challenges that women researchers face whilst conducting research with 

male participants offer important insights into gendered dynamics in data collection and 

analysis. Some women scholars have reflected around their experience of interviewing men 

(McKee and O’Brian, 1983; Arendell, 1997; Lee, 1997; Pini, 2005) offering valuable insights on 

such challenges in cross-gender research (see also Grenz, 2005; Gailey& Prohaska, 2011; 

Lefkowich, 2019). By ‘cross-gender’ research we refer to studies where gender identity of the 

researcher is different to that of the participants. By defining our studies as cross-gender, we 

do not mean to reduce this difference to a binary differentiation but more so, we use this 

term throughout the paper for the ease of discussion to illustrate and contextualise the 

uneasy situations we will discuss. We do not intend to essentialise the gender category to 

masculinity and femininity. ‘sensitive’ topics have a vital aspect of methodological challenges 

for a long time. These include health related matters, or discussion around topics that are 

controversial such as sexual abuse (Reisner et al. 2018), racism (Lee and Lee, 2014), or 

sometimes even nationalism (Skey, 2017). In general, the need for discussing sensitive topics 

in qualitative research has been a long-standing interest (Lee, 1993) whilst reflective writing 

on sensitive occurrences in research settings has not attracted much attention. In this paper, 

we aim to tease out some of the challenges that arose from our research and discuss how 
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such challenges that stem from gendered positionings can be analysed, reflected upon and 

understood better.  

 

For example, Grenz (2005) and Gailey and Prohaska (2011) (all female researchers) who 

researched about men’s experiences of prostitution, experienced sexually insulting behaviour 

by their research participants reporting feelings of humiliation during the fieldwork. Having 

received offers such as asking for sexual services or having intercourse with their male 

participants positioned these female researchers in a complex and emotionally draining 

situation (Grenz, 2005; Gailey& Prohaska, 2011). Others endured similar problems and 

discussed how they tolerated listening to male participants whilst being insulted, undermined 

and ignored (Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 2013; Lefkowich, 2019). In Lefkowich’s (2019) view, 

these dynamics seemed as though participants were in positions of power relative to 

researchers. She argues that her interpretation aligns with patriarchal norms about the 

relative power relations among men and women rather than in research setting and power 

differences between researchers and participants (Lefkowich, 2019, p.5).                                                                                                                

 

Although not everyone’s research topic is regarded as ‘sensitive’ in cross-gender research we 

argue that reflecting more on ‘uneasy’ experiences, accompanied with negative feelings as 

part of a qualitative research process can enhance our understanding of ethical and fair 

research process. It is vital that we elaborate in what we count as ‘uneasy’. We are both 

female researchers originally from Iran, but studied, lived and worked for a long time in 

academia in the UK and Ireland. We both were engaged in studies with migrant men (which 

we will discuss later in the paper). Having been brought up in an Islamic environment and 

living and studying through gender-segregated spaces since childhood, we have been 

conscious of our positions being women researchers talking to men not to cross certain 

ethical and moral boundaries. Additionally, our research topics on sexual violence and private 

lives in migration both were both counted as sensitive in different ways that added to the 

level of uneasy discussions. We also argue that the experience of these uneasy moments 

could be more challenging particularly because both the researcher and the participant were 

migrants. Similar situations have been experienced by Turan (2020) where she has faced 

emotional challenges such as frustration and anger while interviewing migrant men on the 

issue of domestic violence. Reflecting on such experiences that are intersectionally 
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embedded within racial, gendered and classed power relations can offer solutions for other 

researchers with how to engage with uneasy situations.  

 

This paper is based on two qualitative studies completed between 2016-2020. Project A 

[name deleted for peer review] conducted by Author A [anonymised] was a PhD research 

conducted in England and aimed to explore perceptions of 30 Iranian highly skilled migrant 

men towards sexual violence. Project B, [name deleted for peer review] conducted by Author 

B [anonymised], was a Marie Skłodowska-Curie fellowship based in Ireland on the topic of 

home, belonging and migration with 20 young male migrants from several countries from 

outside the EU.  

 

We acknowledge that the challenges we faced, do exist throughout the fieldwork and are not 

limited to interview settings. But in this paper, we discuss two challenges related to our data 

collection phase: 1) masculinity and power; and 2) sexualised behaviour. As such, we draw on 

data collection settings that were different in the two projects: in project A, data collection 

was mainly based on semi-structured interviews whilst in the second project, there were a 

combination of interviewing, walking interviews, photography and ‘taste of home’ method. 

In the next section, we draw on the importance of power relations in qualitative research and 

cross-gender research in migration contexts.  

 

2. Multifaceted power relations in qualitative research  

 

Since 1980s, feminist scholarship has pointed out the importance of gendered dynamics in any 

fieldwork and issues around power and agency as inseparable part of any research (Oakley 

1981; Edward, 1990; Elmir et al. 2011; Undurraga, 2012; Wolf 2018). Unequal power relations 

are part and parcel of any research project but as Karnieli-Miller et al. (2009) argue in 

qualitative research, there is a tendency to question the traditional role boundaries that raise 

multiple ethical dilemmas. For example, the interest and attempts in focusing on participatory 

and reflective research methodologies, which are aimed at increasing the sense of agency and 

ownership of the research process among participants and address unequal power relations in 

qualitative research is done through redistributing power within research. However, this does 

not mean that a research setting is frictionless. Feminist scholarship has consistently paid 
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attention to the role of female researchers and the challenges they face. Oakley (1981) and 

Sinding and Andreson (2003) have referred to a necessary balance in the research process and 

proposed that women interviewing women can create a safer environment for female 

participants. Oakley (1981) suggests that interview sessions must be based on mutual 

understanding between researchers and participants, and a researcher must create a non-

hierarchical setting where participants willingly share their experiences and gender identity 

with the researcher. Therefore, it is suggested that the researcher must create a comfortable, 

calm and equitable space so that the participant feel comfortable discussing different issues 

(Oakley, 1981; Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002).  

 

Nevertheless, power dynamics in research are not solely a gendered matter. Other factors such 

as class, ethnicity, level of education, seniority in the workplace, experience of the researcher, 

among others make a difference in responsiveness and willingness of participants to take part 

in research (Riessman, 1987; Author B, 2013; Skinner, 2013). In a study of exploring Anglo and 

Hispanic female participants’ narratives of marital separation, Riessman (1987), a white 

American scholar explored that lack of interviewer’s understanding of ethnic and cultural 

information and context of Indian women’s lives who were seeking help to conceive in a 

maternity clinic in India. She argues how harmful her misinterpretation was at the time she 

was conducting her fieldwork, and it potentially led to devaluing participants’ life stories, an 

issue which she reflected upon years later. Skinner (2013) also found herself to be manipulated 

by the terse answers of the senior female researchers during her fieldwork. Considering 

themselves as senior managers and feminist researchers in the ‘position of power’, they were 

reluctant to assist Skinner since she was a PhD student. Author B (2011) similarly argues that 

hierarchical power relations could be in favour of participants rather than the researcher based 

on their level of expertise, migration status and length of residency in the country. In her 

research with female migrant medical doctors and dentists who were naturalised as British 

citizens whilst she was a PhD student and on a student visa, living in a limbo situation as an 

international student created uneven relationships between her and her participants. These 

experiences show how power relations in research projects are socially constructed and 

intersectional (Fathi, 2017).  

 

2.1. Power relations in cross-gender research  
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A number of women scholars have reflected on the methodological implications they face 

while interviewing men (Arendell, 1997; Willott, 1998; Grenz, 2005; Gailey and Prohaska, 

2011). In such research settings, addressing power relation between the researcher and the 

participants could be more complex and there can be a constant negotiation over power 

throughout the interactions (Gailey and Prohaska, 2011).  Being interviewed by a woman for 

some men may mean loss of control and power (Arendell, 1997; Gailey and Prohaska, 2011), 

or as argue can pose both an opportunity to signify masculinity or as a threat when the 

interviewer ‘controls the interaction, asks questions’ that challenges their power, control, 

autonomy and rationality (Schwalbe and Wolkomir, 2001, p. 91). In an interview setting where 

a female researcher controls the interactions, speed of the interview, direction of the dialogue, 

demanding clarifications, some men may perceive their masculine power at risk of being lost 

in these gendered relationships. They may react in ways that result in foreseeable difficulties 

even though the topic being studied is not sensitive (Schwalbe and Wolkomir, 2001). Some 

have shown that one way that male participants perform gender and negotiate power is to try 

to gain control of the interview usually by interrupting and deviating from answering the 

interview questions (Arendell, 1997; Gailey and Prohaska, 2011). This has been experienced by 

Arendell (1997) in her study of divorced fathers where she experienced men’s domination over 

the interview situation by telling her how to operate the voice recorder and where to put it 

and what story to write.  The researcher was criticised for asking wrong questions. Similarly, in 

a study about perspectives of men about sex and sexually degrading practices, Gailey and 

Prohaska (2011) faced interruption by interviewees’ constant critiques and were told which 

questions to ask first. Despite the interviewers’ effort to focus on the task and minimise the 

participants’ intervention during the interviews, the participants carried on maintaining 

dominance through scrutinising the method of research i.e. questioning the reasons for asking 

basic questions, answering them with one word, and belittling the female interviewers since 

the questions were considered foolish and nonsense.  

 

Of course, such attitudes are context-specific like those that are oriented towards male social 

worlds (Willott, 1998; Grenz, 2005). Grenz (2005) highlighted moments of power negotiation 

when her male participants who tried to deviate answering the interview questions by 

interrupting the telephone interviews or cutting off the line intentionally. Her study exploring 

the views of heterosexual male clients of prostitutes, is indicative of feeling powerless due to 
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the participants’ inappropriate and dominating behaviour such as calling her ‘mistress’ or 

asking her to be sexually available. In the same fashion, Willott (1998) received ‘requests for 

dating’ and ‘going for a drink’ by the male participants in her study of unemployment, crime 

and masculine identity. These attitudes can potentially disturb reciprocity and prohibit an 

equal and fair research relationship. Manipulating responses, such as flirtatious smile and wink 

while sharing the stories of sexual adventures (Irvine 2014), calling the researcher as ‘sexy’ 

(Walby 2010), during fieldwork cause unpleasant moments which are difficult to handle for 

male researchers too (Štulhofer, 2014). Some male researchers like Rodrigues-Dorans (2018) 

experienced a sense of fear, insecurity and vulnerability while interviewing gay men to explore 

their experiences of emotional intimacy. Being homosexual himself, he was asked personal 

questions about his sexual relationship with his partner which resulted in feeling a sense of 

losing control and developing fear during the fieldwork (Rodrigues-Dorans, 2018). 

 

The above examples suggest power in a research setting is dynamic, fluid and intersectional. It 

can change in relation to one’s position (the researcher and the participant) within the 

research setting (see Gailey and Prohaska, 2011). In this way, research setting is never a neutral 

space outside the social sphere: it is a space that discursively reproduces gender, racialised, 

class, sexual identities through interactions and communications (Grenz, 2005). In the 

following section we add an extra layer of complexity to complexities of cross-gender studies 

and that is ‘a migration context’. We aim to highlight the complex and contradictory power 

dynamics that we dealt with in our studies as two female migrant researchers working with 

migrant men.  

 

2.2. Power negotiation in cross-gender research in migration context 

 

Current research in cross-gender research in a migration context (Bucerius, 2013; Mügge, 

2013; Turhan and Bernard, 2020) have not sufficiently addressed the intersection of migration 

status and gender in the interpersonal negotiation of power. In an ethnographic research with 

55 migrant Muslim men in Canada, Bucerius (2013, p. 717) argues that her ‘outsider’ position 

on several accounts: being a white researcher, not Muslim, a woman, having class differences 

with those of participants, being younger than her participants, proved to be challenging for 

her to conduct her study. However, others offer a different perspective on different positions. 
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Mügge (2013), a white Dutch PhD student, in research within Surinam and Turkish shows that 

her racial differences (between her and participants) had a positive impact on the 

responsiveness of participants. She was introduced as ‘a pretty girl from University of 

Amsterdam’ by male gatekeepers in order to ease the process of recruiting male participants. 

Combination of her sexuality, age and race gained her easy access to the research population 

and facilitated further connections, information and entry to high profile diasporic circles such 

as Surinam’s presidential inaugural reception. She argues how her participants expressed 

politically sensitive views more openly than they might have done with male researchers 

(Mügge, 2013). Being an insider and sharing a background in migration can indeed cause 

problems rather than facilitating the process (Author B). In a study with Turkish men on 

domestic violence topic, Turhan (2020), a PhD student from Turkey, experienced a sense of 

mistrust and difficulty in building rapport with participants. Shared ethnic and racial 

backgrounds increased concerns and a sense of mistrust which eventually prevented her from 

accessing participants.  

 

What can be seen from these examples is that migration contexts can create an extra layer of 

complexity in cross-gender studies. Intersection of different categories can place a person 

differentially on the matrix of power relations, in some instances creating contradictory social 

locations for example being a man and a migrant (See Anthias 2008). As Avtar Brah (1996) 

argues power plays a key role in differentiating between native, immigrant, insider/outsider, 

us/them and the sense of belonging that individuals experience are tightly linked to the larger 

discourses around inclusion and exclusion that defines who is in and who is out (Yuval-Davis 

2011). Similar understanding of belonging and boundaries of belonging can be applied to 

research setting. In studies by ‘white’ non-migrant researchers who are counted outsiders 

compared to their migrant participants, due to the pre-existing systems of power, researchers 

move rather smoothly through stages of fieldwork.  We argue that such negotiation is more 

difficult for those who share the same migrant background as their participants. The 

negotiation of power in a migration context is complex as it is related to individuals’ positioning 

and migration status, cultural knowledge, language competency, gender, sexuality, class and 

educational level. Our point here is that understanding migration contexts and how positions 

of researchers and participants are translated for each other need to be embedded and 

contextualised within the structural power positions that exist in a given setting. Hence in 
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examples above we can understand why a white Dutch female researcher can be more 

successful in collecting data compared to a Turkish female researcher, both conducting 

research with migrant men. In section 4.2 we will discuss how the above contradictions 

experienced by us have restructured our knowledge in ways that engender our agencies more. 

Through the examples we will indicate that how in some scenarios our agencies were 

contested and reshaped by receiving sexualised comments from the participants that were 

perceived to be normal by them but offensive and degrading by us. 

 

 In the following section we detail our methodologies before we discuss the two themes about 

sensitive research issues that emerge out of cross-gender studies in migration contexts.  

 

3. Methodology  

These two studies [names deleted for peer review purposes], both conducted within four years 

2016-2020. They were carried out by ourselves (Author A and B), both migrant female 

researchers. Both studies were qualitative, one being a PhD research (Author A) and the other 

based on European funded study (Author B). In this section we describe briefly how each set 

of data was collected and analysed and how our argument in this paper evolved as a result.  

3.1. Data collection 

The first study, on the topic of sexual violence, was with 30 highly educated Iranian men (single 

and married) aged 18 to 40 years who lived in London, UK. Semi-structured interviewing was 

used to examine the differences in understanding of sexual violence and to analyse the reasons 

behind sexual violence incidents. For safety reasons the interviews (all in Farsi, translated into 

English later) took place in hired rooms at public libraries, different university campuses in 

London and cafes. Framework analysis (Spencer & Ritchie, 2002) was used to analyse the 

transcript interviews. Five stages of familiarisation, identifying the thematic framework, 

indexing, charting and mapping and interpretation were used to analyse the data. These stages 

provided the researcher with clear steps to follow and produce a highly structured outcome of 

summarised data.  

 

The second study, which took place in Ireland and was an in-depth ethnography on the topic 

of home and belonging among migrant men (10 refugees and 10 international students) from 

a range of countries: Afghanistan, Iran, Egypt, USA, Ethiopia, India, Nigeria and Indonesia. The 
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sampling criteria was based on recruiting those who have the official permission to stay in a 

country (approved refugee status or student visa). As such two distinct groups were compared 

through a rigorous multi-stage ethnography which included a series of semi-structured 

interviews, walking interviews in the city, photography methods, and follow up photo-voice 

interviews. In total 33 interviews were conducted, 14 of which were walking interviews in the 

city of Cork (some participants were interviewed twice or more). Co-constructionist narrative 

analysis (Esin et al. 2013) and visual analysis (Rose 2016) was conducted of the material that 

was gathered.  

 

In both studies we depended on the gate keepers to introduce us to participants and they 

played an important role in how smoothly the project went ahead. We also used a variety of 

other sampling methods, such as snowball and convenient sampling after we advertised the 

projects widely through university campuses notification boards, Facebook and migrant NGOs 

and mailing lists etc. But we realised that snowball sampling was the most effective in 

recruitment of migrant participants as has been discussed by others (Rissel and Khavarpour 

1997; TenHouten 2017). 

3.2. Dialogical reflection method 

We have used different techniques in analysing our data individually including thematic, 

intersectional analysis of narrative and visual data analysis (Pink 2006) but the method we 

used to write this paper, is what we call ‘dialogical reflection method’. Dialogical reflection is 

a method that helps collaborative writing among researchers which reflects critically on past 

studies. The method that is based on the knowledge that is produced through dialogue 

(Bakhtin, 1981; Holquist 2002) among the researchers helps to create further dialogues based 

on earlier dialogues (Bakhtin 1981). This method which is deeply ingrained in intersectionality 

studies (Crenshaw 1989; Hill Collins 2019) incorporates an analysis of social positionings that 

such as gender, race and class, language skills, etc that were influencing the ways in which 

data was collected and analysed at an earlier time with different levels of dialogues (Fathi, 

2013). Through these dialogues, we understood that in subsequent publications from our 

work, we never discussed uneasy situations that arose earlier in our studies. Being both 

women, migrant and having done research with migrant men, gave us a common ground to 

highlight some aspects of our research which we had not thought about before starting our 

dialogues after a seminar. As such we referred to our ‘field notes’ that we had originally taken 
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and decided to conduct a thematic analysis of these notes. We particularly focused on the 

uneasy moments in our research and added reflective notes to the original notes that were 

gathered from these moments. We then scheduled a series of discussions, compared these 

notes and narrowed down the themes. Our criteria for making the themes were focusing on 

the following:  

1. Interactions with participants 

2. Feelings and attachments within the research (experienced both by researcher and 

the participants) 

3. Emotions we experienced during the fieldwork. 

4. The reactions we faced by our participants. 

Finally, we realised that none of us, had benefited much of the ‘standard research protocols’ 

that our institutions mandated us to follow. This is particularly noteworthy as over the years, 

anecdotally we have heard from other scholars in how official processes do not address 

culturally specific ethical protocols.  

 

4. Uneasy situations  

4.1. Masculinity and power  

The first case we are drawing on is masculinity and power. The way we approach power is from 

a Bourdieuvian tradition in which he sees power as a form of everyday practice that exits 

through capitals and engrained through habitus (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1993). Power can be 

practised through gender performances and the extent to which these performances are 

valued within a given context (Skeggs, 2005). Author A’s research on sexual violence is an 

example of how this imposition of power on the basis of masculine identity was evident in her 

multiple interviews with young Iranian men living in the UK. She writes in one of her original 

fieldnotes: ‘I try to take control of the conversation but usually, am interrupted and go off the 

topic’. Doing gender, and performing what she believes is required of her as a woman (Butler 

1993) she tries to maintain the boundaries of her socially appropriate gender role. She argues 

that appropriate boundary maintenance (both the researcher and participant being Iranian) 

helped her to talk about sexual violence. Here, masculinity that is being seen as a form of 

cultural capital for men due to the way men are socialised and valued within the Iranian 

culture, the relationships between men and women imposes a specific form of habitus from 

women: i.e. to dress professionally or wearing little make-up. Author A argues that she did this 
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to eliminate possibilities of other forms of sexual relationships that could potentially be 

assumed. Paying attention to clothing and make up is suggested by other female researchers 

who have interviewed men about sensitive subjects (Lee,1997; Grenz, 2005; Gailey & 

Prohaska, 2011; Mügge, 2013). 

 

However, little makeup and conservative dress code were not the only way of performing a 

reserved gender identity. As West and Zimmerman (1987) argue, body language and 

conversations may cause intersubjective gender boundaries to be crossed easily. The topic of 

the first research on sexual violence is considered as sensitive and taboo in Iranian society 

placing a man in a defensive mode, particularly when questions are posed by a female subject. 

She wrote in her notes:  

knowing myself as a confident person who is not shy or compliant, I [still] had great difficulty in 

dealing with participants who tried to invade my privacy by challenging the interview questions.  

 

In our dialogical reflections, we discussed (as authors) that this invasion of privacy may have 

been done in order to escape from answering difficult questions. For instance, in answer to the 

question ‘why does sexual violence take place? One of the interviewees asserted:  

Participant: Sexual violence takes place because women do not wear suitable clothes.  

Researcher: What do you mean by ‘suitable’, can you explain more? 

Participant: I mean head scarves, long trousers, skirts and long-sleeved shirts. See!! Even you as 

a migrant woman who does not wear hejab wear a scarf around your neck, so this puts you in a 

safer position but my ten-year experience of living in the UK is telling me that if you do not cover 

yourself enough as you were in Iran, [you] become a victim of sexual violence. 

                      

Commenting on how the researcher is dressed, the participant positions the researcher 

within a debate about sexual violence. This is particularly pertinent as he is linking what the 

researcher’s dress code looks like and examines her clothes as an object of analysis to make 

his point about sexual violence. Making her feeling uneasy, it took her a few minutes to follow 

up, so she moved on from this question and ignored his comments. In our dialogical 

reflections, we discussed how she was afraid of losing him as a participant. This fear informed 

her decision to carry on with the interview despite being hurt. However, we also reflected on 

how such an example is an indication of the ways in which gender and ethnicity intersect with 



12 

 

the ‘topic of the research’ and migration context to produce a power dynamic that places the 

female researcher in an uneasy situation. We wonder if the participant was female, or the 

researcher was a man, or the researcher was not Iranian, this would have happened or not. 

As Farahani (2012), an Iranian migrant scholar who also interviewed Iranian men, argues that 

the experience of migration for many men is not only about their own trajectories but about  

regaining power over women in an interview setting. Lefkowich (2019) argues that men 

sanction the traits of hypersexuality and control to construct a more common way of sharing 

personal accounts. In the above example, however, we do not think the participant was 

sharing personal accounts, as his comments about dress code and sexual violence were 

general comments. But in many ways his comments were endorsing cultural ideals of 

masculinity prevalent the patriarchal system in Iran. Some have argued that such traditional 

views towards masculinity may function to open up key issues faced by men (Cameron,1997; 

Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 2013). 

 

Author B, researching home-making in migration in a different context, draws on masculinity 

and power from an alternative lens. Her methodology utilised participatory methods involving 

participants as active agents. She gave various tasks to participants such as creating a photo-

diary, undertaking walking interviews to different locations in the city, eat at a place together 

where they ‘felt at home’. These involvements eliminated many misgivings about unequal 

gender and research power relations which are discussed in cross-gender qualitative 

research. However, the fieldwork and the methodological procedure required the researcher 

and the participants to spend several long sessions together. Although these sessions were 

not in domestic or closed spaces, the walking methods created many intimate moments in 

the city, in parks, etc.. The participants also had to create a photo diary. When we (authros) 

were discussing these dynamics of the fieldwork, we realised that the research design and 

the topic which focused on the sense of belonging, alienation, racism, created a sense of 

intimacy between the researcher and the participants. Author B writes in her field diary:  

‘Two of the participants, took an additional interest in my well-being. They kept sending 

messages, asking me about my health, as my knee was injured at the time of those walks in a 

running competition’.  

 

One of the participants offered to take her to the hospital whilst the other one, brought 
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medicine and traditional remedies from his country of origin to her office at the university. 

These spontaneous acts were interpreted as genuine gestures of care expressed by the 

participants and showed a deeper level of trust and rapport between the researcher and the 

participant. However, a few days after the interview with one of the two participants (we call 

him here participant A), Author B was sent a message. The participant wanted to meet her 

outside the university gates. This was accepted. Researcher B and Participant A met in the 

café as it was raining where he expressed that he is interested in her as a girlfriend and 

enquired what her response would be. Similar to the situation described above by Author A, 

Author B was confused on how to respond to this request given that a large amount of data 

was already co-produced by him. Her immediate fear was to manage how to respond 

negatively without offending him. She writes in one of her reflective notes that ‘I did not want 

to offend him and not to lose him as a participant either’.  Such a dilemma is not rare (Gailey 

and Prohaska, 2011) and there are occasions that the researcher cannot handle the situation 

in the way she would have done outside the research setting (Mügge, 2013). Author B 

declined the offer politely but was afraid till the end of the fieldwork what if the participant 

pulls out of the process. The ‘dependence’ on data for researchers place them in a fragile 

position and the decision that is made by most of the scholars we cited above is that they 

politely decline such invitations and what happens afterwards need to be taken as they come.   

 

Men’s sexualised expressions in the two examples above can be seen as related to how these 

men performed masculinities. However, gender performances are not unique to men. We as 

female researchers performed gender during the interview by permitting male participants 

take control or intrude by smiling, staying quiet or nodding not jeopardise the data we 

collected by that participant. Both examples show how female researchers can be placed in 

uneasy situations within sexualised contexts. In our dialogues, we argued that both of us as 

adults, were responsible for our own protection and safety in such settings (Flyvbjerg, 2001).  

Therefore, it is important to reflect on these passive behaviours later to mitigate such 

situations in future encounters. Learning from such dynamic (female interviewer, conducting research 

with men) is the opposite composition to what Gailey and Prohaska (2011) describe. When the 

interview is between a ‘dominant’ male interviewer and a ‘subordinate’ female/interviewee, 

there is a continuous conciliation of power throughout the interaction. In their opinion, in such 

scenarios, there is hardly a clash of ideas due to these prescribed roles. We do not agree with such 
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view. Our contention is that power dynamics are changing. fluid and intersectional. They also 

depend on the choice of methods as such it is important this debate continues to happen in different 

studies applying different methods to understand what methods have the capacity to reduce uneasy 

situations.  

 

4.2.  Sexualised behaviour  

The second uneasy situation is how sexualised behaviour is linked to control and domination 

and deeply lies in power relations.  Displaying inappropriate sexualised manners by some men 

can take the forms of inappropriate comments, touching, ogling, flirting and misogynist 

remarks (Arendell, 1997; Lee, 1997; Grenz, 2005; Gailey & Prohaska, 2011). Some studies that 

have explored sexualised behaviours in a research process predominantly concentrate on 

men’s objectifying, sexist and enticing behaviours towards a female researcher. For example, 

Arendell (1997) and Lee (1997) have witnessed some common behaviours such as flirting, 

making sexual propositions and male participates asking about female interviewers’ personal 

life. For Arendell the experience of these sexualised behaviours such as requests for dating and 

inappropriately touching the researcher were frequent to the extent that she became used to 

being exposed to scornful attitudes about women. She argued, ‘such physical gesture on the 

part of some participants conveyed messages of familiarity which, given the interview context 

and the fact that we were basically strangers, were inappropriate’ (Arendell, 1997, p. 361).  

 

A similar experience about sexualised  behaviour, is reflected on by Author A. In an interview 

with a participant who was a lawyer, she realises that he refuses to answer the first question 

on sexual violence by challenging the way she phrased her question:  

Participant: I do not understand the point of these questions? Anyone knows what sexual violence 

is.  

Researcher:  So, could you please tell me what is sexual violence? 

Participant: It is clear. A woman who does not respect the social norm is a koskesh. 

 

The word koskesh, is an extremely impolite adjective, meaning fleshmonger, some who 

customers for prostitution and profits from prostitution earnings. Such word is rarely 

mentioned in a situation where there are men and women present in Iranian culture. She 

wrote in her field diary at the time:  
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As soon as I heard this impolite word I froze and was embarrassed. I did not know how to react. 

For a few seconds I considered writing the interview off and closed off the conversation. I was 

thinking to myself, what if he uses the word again or asks for my opinion about it? What if he 

uses other offensive words? 

 

Her initial analysis of this behaviour was revolving around the intentionality of the participant 

in relation to diminishing her role as a the researcher by undermining her power. Schwalbe 

and Wolkomir (2001) call his attitude a ‘minimising’ act when a participant provides short 

answers that reveal very little. Author A then moves on to the next question and tries not to 

appear offended despite being traumatised. Lee (1997) enduring similar problems in research 

settings suggests that receiving derogatory and misogynist comments about women act as a 

strategy for men to sanction and get away with sexism. Grenz (2005), Gailey and Prohaska 

(2011) detail receiving sexual degrading offers practices such as masturbating and casual sex 

during their fieldwork and argued that such practices place them in an extremely powerless, 

disgusted and weak positions to the extent that they have had to end some interviews and 

close off the conversation. To this complex scenario on sexualised behaviours, we add a 

dimension that intersections that complicates gender relations. Migration as a condition 

position a person differentially on the matrix of power relations. In some instances, migrants’ 

status, place people in contradictory social locations for example being a migrant and a doctor 

(Anthias 2008; Fathi 2017). On one hand sharing the same racial and ethnic backgrounds 

sometimes increase the reciprocity between the interviewer and the interviewee, on the other 

hand it can create tensions that are not easily resolved. For example, sharing the same lingual 

ability (speaking in the shared mother language), enables one to understand the depth of insult 

such a word can carry whilst if the researcher was from a different background, such deep 

knowledge of what the word koskesh means could not be conceived. Therefore, she decided 

to add a section in the interview information sheet after this interview to ask participants 

avoiding the use of sexualised, derogatory and offensive words so it warns the participants to 

remain professional during the interview.  

 

The display of sexualised behaviours by male participants could be related to several other 

factors. For example, the location of the interview can be associated with the feeling of 

belonging, comfort, or equally related to threat and danger. Lefkowich (2019) has experienced 
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the threats of violence when interviewing men in an unfamiliar town or an old warehouse and 

participants tended to choose places where they could feel belonging to such as homes and 

familiar places. Quite oppositely Green et al. (1993) faced some threatening behaviours when 

interviewing men at their homes or their shops. How place of interviews affects the process of 

data collection is an under-developed area that can be unpacked further in future research. 

The other important factor can be the topic of the research that can impact on how male 

participants show sexualised behaviour. For example Broom et al. (2009) argue that male 

respondents feel very comfortable to answer questions by a woman when the subject area is 

perceived as ‘feminine’ such as nursing or teaching. Whilst perceiving women researchers as 

being unskillful and incompetent (Hand & Lewis, 2002; Lohan, 2000; Pini 2005), and their 

passivity and patience be mistaken as conformity and acceptance of sexualised behaviour 

(Horn, 1997; Cassell 2005). In any case, and related to any of the factors above, it may be 

concluded that sexualised behaviour can happen for any reason in cross-gender research but 

as Cameron (1997) also shows, sexualised interaction can be turned into a making rapport with 

participants. Cameron (1997) argues that men’s flirtatious behaviour as an indicator of their 

restricted opportunity to be involved in an emotionally safe interaction considering that adult 

men have less close and intimate friendships. Similarly, Mügge’s (2013) research with an ethnic 

minority in Suriname and Turkey, shows a level of compromise to employ ‘acceptable levels’ 

of flirting with no physical contact or Bucerius’s (2013, p. 699) efforts to allow men to ‘project 

their sexual needs’ onto her (Bucerius, 2013, p.699) as part of her creating rapport. She was 

indeed successful in using flirting as a research strategy as she argues that by later stages of 

her research process, she had become a central part of the group and the sexual implications 

had vanished (Bucerius, 2013). 

 

The challenges that female researchers face in cross-gender research can be viewed both a 

resource and an obstacle. Author B who experienced her male participants taking an extra 

interest in her giving her longer handshakes and hugs and requesting multiple visits to her 

office. But these were reduced over time. Another participant in her research who was brought 

up in a devout Muslim family and was entangled in a long distance arranged marriage, called 

her one night, sounding drunk. He confessed that he has fallen in love with the researcher.  She 

After a pause, she asks him to organise a phone call another time. The second phone call was 

never made. No further discussion took place between the researcher and Participant B.  
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Although at the time, Author B, write in her diary that ‘I had to re-think whether or not 

including these two participants in the research as in both cases these requests were not 

flirtatious behaviour’. She adds that ‘I believe that these expressions of love were deeper 

feelings which could be seen as a result of in-depth ethnography, having shared histories with 

these two particular participants and conducting a study with men’. However, as these 

participants had not withdrawn from the study and both apologised after a few weeks and over 

time, she decided to reflect on these incidents as learning lessons and reflective practices like 

others (Gailey & Prohaska, 2011; Mügge, 2013). Nonetheless, Schwalbe & Wolkomir (2001) 

warn researchers of negative impact of tolerating sexualisation over time and argue that 

researchers must consider all the issues in the context of their studies and decide for 

themselves the degree to which sexualisation is problematic and need to be avoided. They 

argue that allowing male participants to conduct such behaviour could potentially encourage 

to portrait themselves as sexually desirable person and therefore to disguise the desirable 

information that the researcher needs (Schwalbe & Wolkomir, 2001).  

 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

Using ‘dialogical reflective’ method, in this paper, based on two studies with migrant men 

conducted by two female researchers, we discussed how we can learn from what we call 

‘uneasy situations’.  We examined our cross-gender research process and practice when we 

faced situations in which we did not comfortable ethically.  

In study A on the topic of sexual violence, the researcher experiences misogynist responses 

and manipulative behaviour, although these are limited to the interview setting. The 

researchers realises that keeping emotional distance could be beneficial for her to listen to 

accounts provided on sexual violence.  

 

In the second study on the notion of home and belonging in migration, using in-depth 

ethnography and conducting several participatory methods such as walking interviews, 

photography and photo diary interviews, the researcher experiences another form of uneasy 

situation. Two of her participants offer to start a relationship with her or propose to marry her. 

So similar technique, distancing oneself from the interview subject was chosen as a useful 

strategy and letting time to pass in order to heal the uneasy situation.  
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Taking a passive approach to even remember these incidents after the studies finished, and 

through critical reflections that arose from multiple dialogues we embarked on writing this 

paper. Our experiences of masculine domination and sexualised behaviours that we discussed 

here, although are similar to reflections made by other researchers, do not correspond with all 

as they happened in a migration context.  

In our analysis, factors such as topic of study, where and the depth of the methods used are 

important how exposed the researcher is. Although by this, we do not mean to reduce 

sexualised behaviours to ‘external’ factors but we do see that dynamics of research such as the 

location of an interview, and the length of a method used can influence the sexualised 

behaviour shown by male participants. These are issues that need further exploration in future 

research.  

 

The present article extends the literature on power relation in feminist research and discuss 

how cultural knowledge are negotiated in cross-gender research. It also discusses how the 

experience of sexualised behaviours could create sense of vulnerability for the researchers 

particularly those who conduct their studies in migration settings. We acknowledge that male 

participants are experiencing vulnerabilities but in this paper we aimed to focus on less 

discussed uneasy situations and the challenges that the female researchers face while 

interviewing men. We examined how gendered differences are reproduced and distributed in 

a cross-gender research setting. More importantly how these unequal power relations in 

relation to masculinity and sexualised behaviours can be influenced by the topic of the research 

as well as the methodological choices. Nonetheless, our examples here of our research with 

men using inappropriate language or behaviours are not reflective of all research with similar 

settings. But the literature shows that quite a considerable number of female researchers, 

despite finding these scenarios difficult to cope with, tend to stay quiet not to sacrifice the time 

and energy they have spent on data collection. Although we employed similar strategy, we 

believe that clear instructions at the start of the fieldwork, employing written forms of 

communication (rather than verbal) and avoiding domestic spaces could help reducing the 

possibilities of such experiences.  
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