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Essential Yet Excluded: The Paradox of Spontaneous Volunteers in an Age of

Humanitarian Retrenchment

Henrik Kjellmo Larsen

Monash Univeristy

Essential Yet Excluded: The Paradox of Spontaneous Volunteers in an Age of Humanitarian Retrenchment

Research aim/topic. This paper examines why unaffiliated spontaneous volunteers (SVs) — neighbours, diaspora networks,
and short-term self-deployers — remain marginal in policy despite being central in practice, and how austerity and risk
aversion are intensifying their role across European and Nordic crises.

Theoretical framework. I situate SVs within the “care vs control” tension that structures migration governance, where
mandates to alleviate suffering coexist with border/security logics that criminalise or sideline solidarity. I advance “controlled
flexibility” as a pragmatic governance lens: a light framework that recognises ad-hoc volunteers, orients them to risks and
priorities, and connects their work and observations to the wider response without eroding the speed and initiative that make
them effective.

Methodology/research design. The study uses a qualitative, multi-sited design combining: (i) fieldwork and participant
observation on Lesvos (2015-2016) with two follow-up visits (2022—-2023); (ii) 50 in-depth interviews with volunteers,
grassroots organisers, and professional responders; (iii) document and media analysis from responses in Greece, Ukraine
(post-2022), and the Tiirkiye—Syria earthquakes (2023); and (iv) comparative analysis of Nordic incidents (e.g., Utoya,
Gjerdrum) and preparedness guidance. This triangulation traces recurring operational patterns and policy frictions across
settings.

Expected results/findings. Findings indicate a consistent sequence: locals move first; transnational volunteers add resources
and visibility; together they sustain critical functions precisely when formal capacity is absent or retreating. Exclusionary
policies (closed-system affiliations, staff-only insurance, restrictive data rules) push SVs to operate alongside rather than with
institutions, wasting capacity, dulling situational awareness, and increasing risk for affected people and helpers. Where
elements of controlled flexibility are present (light recognition triggers, liaison roles, proportionate duty of care, supervised
joint work, simple handovers), time-to-assistance shortens, coverage of “unserved pockets” increases, information quality
improves, and post-engagement strain is reduced. In short: recognising and lightly structuring SV participation improves
operational outcomes without adding heavy bureaucracy.

Relevance to Nordic Migration Research. Responders are often trained to keep bystanders at a distance until formally
requested, yet SVs reliably appear at border points, reception sites, fires, floods, and mass-casualty events. In a period of
humanitarian retrenchment, failing to plan for SVs entrenches inequities and undermines overall system performance. The
paper speaks directly to Nordic debates on migration governance, community engagement, and preparedness by showing
how integrating controlled flexibility and proportionate duty of care can convert an unavoidable phenomenon into a safer,
fairer, and more effective part of crisis management. Recognising SVs does not replace the formal response; it sustains it.



Methodological Challenges in Researching Syrian Refugee Return in the Aftermath
of Political Rupture

Ibrahim Efe

University of Manchester

The collapse of the Assad regime in late 2024 exposed a set of methodological problems that have long been present in return
intentions research but rarely confronted directly. Prior to the collapse, 67% of Syrians in Turkey stated they would not

return under any circumstances (Erdogan, 2023) — yet even after regime change, actual return numbers remained modest: of
approximately 782,000 who returned to Syria globally between December 2024 and late 2025, around 550,000 came from
Turkey alone, against a registered population of over 3.2 million (UNHCR, 2025a; Oztiirk, 2025). Globally, while 80% of
Syrian refugees express a hope to return one day, only 18% intend to do so within 12 months (UNHCR, 2025a). As the BICC
has warned, political calls for faster returns “do not reflect the findings of research and lessons learned from past repatriation
experiences” (Dinger et al., 2025, p. 3). This persistent gap between policy expectation, empirical measurement, and lived
reality is not only a governance failure — it signals deeper unresolved problems in how the field researches return intentions
in the first place.

This paper identifies and theorises three structural methodological challenges that the post-Assad conjuncture has brought into
sharp relief. First, the moving target problem: return intentions research assumes a sufficiently stable phenomenon to be
measured, yet return is politically volatile. The Assad collapse demonstrated how rapidly the entire empirical and conceptual
ground can shift, rendering instruments, survey categories, and theoretical frameworks built for one version of the
phenomenon inadequate for another — a problem that affects not only individual studies but the cumulative validity of the
field's evidence base. Second, the elicitation problem: what displaced people say about return in a research encounter is not a
transparent expression of preference. Among traumatised, legally precarious, and politically vulnerable populations, return
intentions are shaped by fear, institutional expectations, social pressure, and the conditions of the research encounter itself —
factors that standard survey and interview instruments systematically underestimate (Eastmond, 2007; Lenette, 2019;
Roberts, 2011). Third, the positionality problem: researching return intentions in a context as politically charged as Syrian
displacement in Turkey raises unresolved questions about whose knowledge counts, how researcher proximity and distance
shape interpretation, and whether frameworks developed in Northern academic contexts can adequately capture the
complexity of Southern displacement realities (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012; Dwyer & Buckle, 2009).

Drawing on a range of empirical studies and our own ongoing research with Syrian refugees in Turkey — which employs
narrative methods as one illustrative approach to these challenges — the paper argues that methodological transparency in
return intentions research is not a procedural obligation but a substantive contribution. How we research return shapes what

we find, and what we find shapes policies that have direct consequences for millions of displaced lives.



Environmentalized Peace and Municipal Governance under Disaster Conditions:
Lessons from Jordan—Palestine

Sarah A Tobin

Chr. Michelsen Institute

Post-disaster migration management in migrant-hosting regions frequently takes place in contexts where formal institutional
frameworks are fragmented, politically constrained, or entirely absent. This paper takes on the case of war-generated air
pollution following the destruction of Gaza, which constitutes an ungoverned and transboundary environmental shock that
directly affects border communities that have already been shaped by long-term refugee presence, political asymmetry, and
limited, formal cross-border cooperation mechanisms. It examines how municipalities and communities along the Jordan—
Palestine border navigate this new environmental threat by relying upon, utilizing, and adapting pre-existing cooperative
agreements on water. Adapting effective (but imperfect) cross-border governance resource cooperation to meet new
environmental challenges is especially vital in the context of protracted displacement and restrictive migration regimes.

Theoretically, the paper brings together environmentalized peace and migration studies to examine how municipal and
community-based actors respond to the emerging disaster context in the absence of authorised state-level environmental
governance in (re)shaping migration-relevant governance practices. It does so by bringing together environmental
peacebuilding and migration scholarship through a theoretical framework centred on adaptive political economy. Specifically,
the paper conceptualises environmental crises as stress tests that reveal both the limits of formal institutional arrangements
and the possibilities for governance innovations at the municipal level under both conditions of environmental uncertainty and
durable refugee challenges.

Methodologically, the paper draws on mixed qualitative and institutional data generated through an ongoing multi-year project
funded by the Research Council of Norway. As part of the initial phases of the project and by the time of presentation, the
empirical material analysed will include (1) a comparative analysis of existing municipal- and community-level cooperation
agreements related to water, environment, and crisis response along the Jordan—Palestine border; (2) semi-structured
interviews with municipal officials, technical experts, and community representatives in Jordan and Palestine; and (3) initial
findings from environmental modelling of war-generated particulate matter originating in Gaza and affecting downwind border
regions. Together, these data allow for an analysis of how governance authority is interpreted, negotiated, and enacted in the
absence of comprehensive regulatory frameworks.

The paper’s expected findings highlight how municipalities function as de facto migration and disaster governance actors,
mobilising informal coordination, and discretionary practices to manage environmental risks that disproportionately affect
displaced and migrant-hosting communities. These practices exemplify forms of collaborative fragmentation and adaptive
informality, where governance innovation emerges from necessity rather than formal planning.

The paper contributes to Nordic Migration Research by challenging Northern-centric assumptions about disaster and
migration governance capacity. As Nordic countries confront increasingly restrictive migration policies alongside
climate-related displacement pressures, the Jordan—Palestine case offers comparative insights into how municipal flexibility,
local—state collaboration, and communicative authority can support innovative coordination despite restrictive national
frameworks.



Effects of ethnic discrimination on psychological well-being and school engagement
of teachers of a refugee background. The mediating role of self-efficacy and
autonomy

David Kunyu

Europa Universitiit Flensburg

Empirical evidence highlights that ethnic discrimination among workers, including teachers, is associated with poor
psychological well-being and work engagement. Despite this knowledge, we know less about these associations
among teachers of a refugee background in conflict and crisis contexts. More importantly, less has been reported
about the processes underlying these associations. In this study, we investigate (1) whether higher ethnic
discrimination and lower self-efficacy and autonomy relate to poor psychological well-being and school engagement
of teachers of a refugee background and (2) whether lower self-efficacy and autonomy mediate the negative effects
of ethnic discrimination on psychological well-being and school engagement.

Our study context is Kakuma refugee camp in Kenya, and our sample includes 143 teachers of refugee background
(23% female, Mage = 27.63 years, SD = 4.66) from 38 schools. Teachers who experience ethnic discrimination
reported higher depressive symptoms, anxiety, and burnout, and lower school engagement. Teachers with higher
self-efficacy reported greater psychological well-being (i.e., lower depressive symptoms, anxiety symptoms, and
burnout), but there were no associations with school engagement. Teachers with higher autonomy reported lower
depressive symptoms and burnout and higher school engagement, but there were no associations with anxiety. More
importantly, we found some indirect effects through self-efficacy and not through autonomy. Lower self-efficacy
mediated the negative effects of ethnic discrimination on depressive symptoms. Further, the negative effects of
ethnic discrimination on anxiety symptoms were mediated by lower self-efficacy.

Our findings underscore the importance of self-efficacy as a resource for teachers' psychological well-being when
facing discrimination-related stress, and the need to strengthen it through targeted interventions. While there were
no indirect associations, autonomy remains a critical resource for both psychological well-being and school
engagement of teachers.

Keywords: Ethnic discrimination; autonomy; self-efficacy; psychological well-being; school engagement; teachers of
a refugee background; crisis and conflict contexts



Gendered Legal Limbo: Everyday Resistance and Legal Barriers for Refugee Women

in Indonesia

Desi Yunitasari

University of Melbourne

This paper examines how the rights and lived experiences of refugee women in Indonesia are shaped by the intersection of
legal exclusion, gender inequality, and everyday survival strategies. As a non-signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention,
Indonesia hosts approximately 12,000-13,000 refugees under a fragmented legal framework, leaving many women in
conditions of prolonged legal limbo. The aim of this research is to analyse how refugee women navigate structural legal
barriers and how their everyday practices constitute forms of resistance within restrictive migration governance. The paper
adopts a feminist socio-legal methodology, combining doctrinal analysis with qualitative insights from secondary reports
(UNHCR, IOM, and civil society organisations). It is theoretically grounded in a feminist theoretical framework, drawing on
MacKinnon’s critique of formal equality, which exposes how ostensibly neutral legal frameworks obscure structural gendered
harms, and Fineman’s vulnerability theory, which reconceptualises vulnerability as a universal condition requiring responsive
state structures. These frameworks are complemented by legal consciousness and everyday resistance theory (Scott) to
capture how marginalised groups navigate and subtly contest exclusion in daily life. The analysis focuses on Presidential
Regulation No. 125 of 2016 on the Handling of Refugees and Law No. 12/2022 on Sexual Violence Crimes (UU TPKS). While
these laws formally recognise protection from violence, refugee women encounter systemic barriers in accessing justice,
including lack of legal standing, language constraints, fear of immigration consequences, and dependency on international
organisations. For example, documented cases show that refugee survivors of sexual violence often struggle to report abuses
due to unclear institutional responsibility and limited access to legal aid. The expected findings suggest that, despite the
existence of legal frameworks addressing violence, refugee women face systemic barriers to accessing justice, including lack
of legal standing, language constraints, and fear of immigration consequences. In response, refugee women engage in
everyday resistance, such as forming informal education initiatives, peer-support networks, and community-based protection
systems in cities like Jakarta and Makassar. These practices demonstrate agency but remain constrained by prohibitions on
employment and long-term integration. The paper contributes to broader debates on migration and multiculturalism by
showing how legal precarity shapes everyday life and social relations. Its relevance to Nordic Migration Research lies in
offering a Global South perspective on migration governance, highlighting how responsibility-sharing gaps, legal
fragmentation, and gendered vulnerabilities manifest outside traditional asylum systems. By foregrounding refugee women’s
agency and structural marginalisation, the paper invites comparative reflection on inclusion, resilience, and rights-based
approaches across different migration contexts.
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