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Using participatory video for co-production and collaborative
research with refugees: critical reflections from the Digital
Place-makers program
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ABSTRACT
This article critically reflects on the implementation of participatory video
(PV) to explore the perspectives of 14 refugee participants regarding
their place-making strategies in the Netherlands. The insights here derive
from the experience of co-designing and implementing the Digital Place-
makers program: a filmmaking course that relies on basic editing training
and story-telling. PV has been strongly criticized for its attendance to
researchers’ output requirements during the production process. We
address this issue by focusing on our role as facilitators in acquiring
editing skills and capacities that allow participants to produce their films
as autonomously as possible. In doing so, we found that engaging in
editing techniques during PV had multiple benefits for the refugees, such
as enabling a pathway for regaining confidence and highlighting social
injustice in their communities. We also argue that knowledge co-
production in refugee research must question labels of vulnerability that
prevent participants from enjoying authorship of their productions.
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Introduction

As digital participatory methods continue to expand and technologies become increasingly acces-
sible, so does their potential to have a profound impact on research. From a general perspective,
participatory methods have been celebrated for facilitating the production of knowledge in a colla-
borative way as these offer opportunities to create spaces for ‘dialogical teaching and learning’
emphasizing knowledge exchange rather than knowledge extraction (Marzi 2021, 5). In migration
research, the approach of knowledge exchange and co-production is increasingly at the center of
ethical debates, especially when involving forced migrant communities and refugees. Issues of
knowledge extraction have been flagged as part of ethical considerations of power inequities in
the process of collecting and disseminating data without considering migrants’ autonomy and
expertise in their own experiences, livelihood, and trajectories (Bloemraad and Menjívar 2021).
In response to these concerns, participatory methods in refugee-focused research recognize that
participants hold unique knowledge and should adopt a role beyond being mere research subjects
(Robertson and Simonsen 2013). However, it is not sufficient to involve vulnerable migrant popu-
lations in decisions of data analysis or dissemination; participatory methods call for researchers to
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ground their study in a commitment to understand the participants’ context vis-à-vis the research
design and implementation processes.

Now,with increasingly accessible andwidespread digital technologies–but also increasinglynecess-
ary, as evidenced in the last two years of theCOVID-19 pandemic– participatorymethods inmigration
research encounter new opportunities, but also face new challenges. Digital technologies have been
studied in conjunction with forced migration in both transnational (Fiedler 2019; Gillespie, Osseiran,
and Cheesman 2018) and localized practices (Sarria Sanz and Alencar 2020; Alencar and Tsagkroni
2019), with concepts such as ‘mediatized migrants’, ‘digital diasporas’ or ‘connected migrants’ being
used more and more frequently (Leurs and Smets 2018). However, the use of digital technologies for
knowledge co-production with vulnerable populations is still at a very early stage (Marzi 2021). Con-
sequently, our understanding of the benefits and challenges this might bring is limited and the ethics in
practice for navigating them still require much work (Grabska 2022; Ratnam and Drozdzewski 2021).
For example, power inequities between researchers and participants, the negotiation of the goals of the
project, and issues associated with participant’s trust, agency, or ownership, are challenges that we are
only beginning to understand considering digital participatorymethodologies. In addition, digital par-
ticipatory methods can play at odds with issues of connectivity, access, and media literacy skills, which
can represent important obstacles among forced migrant populations (Alencar 2020).

Joining this growing interest in leveraging participatory methods in migration research, this
article reflects on the process of using participatory video to explore the perspectives of 14 partici-
pants with refugee background regarding their place-making process in the Netherlands. This meth-
odology is embedded in a larger research project called Translocal Lives, a multi-stakeholder study
that aims to understand the various ways in which refugee migrants creatively and/or effectively
use technologies, and how this affects their social participation in the host society. The project was
funded by the Erasmus Trustfunds Foundation and carried out at Erasmus University Rotterdam
from January 2021 toMarch 2022.Within this larger project, several stageswere developed, including
in-depth interviews, media-mapping, and a hybrid (online/in-presence) program called Digital
Place-makers for experimenting with amateur filmmaking and story-telling. The insights in this
paper derive from the experience of designing, implementing and reflecting on the Digital Place-
makers program that took place during 7 weeks between September andOctober 2021 and that relied
heavily on digital participatory video to co-produce 11 short films in collaboration with refugee par-
ticipants. The relevance of reflecting on our experiencewith participatory video is twofold: on the one
hand, we recognize the relevance of continuing to shed light on the voices and perspectives of refu-
gees, who have not only been systematically removed from media-making (Bruinenberg et al. 2021)
but who increasingly face a problem of research fatigue and knowledge extraction (Bloemraad and
Menjívar 2021; Vera Espinoza 2020). On the other hand, we aim to provide critical methodological
insights into participatory video with refugees, as we believe that this method offers much-needed
opportunities to engage with social impact-oriented research in the field of forced migration studies.

In what follows, we outline the research context and explain how the Digital Place-makers pro-
gram was co-design and implemented. Next, we reflect on the use of participatory video to co-pro-
duce knowledge with refugees while highlighting its potential to empower their communities. Last,
we turn to ethical considerations regarding ownership, confidentiality and vulnerability that were
central to our experience.

The use of participatory video in refugee-focused research

Participatory video is a collaborative technique that aims to involve a community or group in the co-
creation of their own film(s) (Lunch and Lunch 2006). Central to Participatory Video is the challen-
ging of ‘traditional filmmaking practices that narrate stories about rather than create storieswith pro-
tagonists’ (Lenette 2019, 202). Notably, Participatory Video stems from Participatory Action
Research and has been increasingly adapted by researchers collaborating with vulnerable commu-
nities, especially with the advent of digital technologies: smartphone cameras, freely available editing
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software, and social media platforms for dissemination, have unlocked the potential of amateur
filmmaking to various communities in limiting contexts (Lenette 2019). Lenette (2019) suggests a
growing interest in the field of forced migration in Participatory Video methodologies, although
these are still under-explored. More common is the implementation of digital story-telling or photo-
voice (see, e.g., Fish and Syed 2021; Liegghio and Caragata 2021; Humpage et al. 2019), two closely
relatedmethods. Such interest in Participatory Video, however, has been fueled by the rise of a num-
ber of documentaries, short movies, and films directed and produced by amateur filmmakers with a
refugee background that has drawn significant attention during different well-known film festivals,
for example, ‘Nauru Refugee Voices’ or ‘Chauka, Please Tell Us The Time’.

Many Participatory Video studies in refugee-related research argue that the method has an enor-
mous potential to empower individuals by equipping them with skills to ‘show and tell’ their needs
and hopes situated in their local context (Lunch and Lunch 2006, 14). For example, the projectCross-
Marked: Sudanese Australian YoungWomen Talk Education captures the educational experiences of
Sudanese women as they cope with motherhood. The result was the co-production of seven short
documentary films that seek to counter the imposed narratives that oversimplify experiences of refu-
gee women in their trajectories of belonging and becoming (Harris 2010). Similarly, theHome Lands
project led by Gifford and Wilding (2013) discusses the relevance of participatory filmmaking in
bringing to the fore the tensions of intersectional identities that refugees negotiate. In this case, 34
Karen Burmese refugees collaborated to produce different digital outputs during the project. Refu-
gee-related studies do not only highlight the relevance of Participatory Video to advance counter-
narratives or voice refugee communities’ concerns about specific topics; it has also been discussed
as a method with transformative potential for the participants (Lenette 2019). An example is the
Visualizing the Voices of MigrantWomenWorkers project led by Lin et al. (2019), where the research
team concludes that the creative space enabled by themethodwas beneficial to catalyze and reflect on
emotions related to discomfort, gratitude, and trepidation triggered during the workshops. In fact,
story-telling – a key component of filmmaking – has been implemented consistently in (mental)
health research because the ‘process encourages protagonists to work through their experiences
and reflect on and deepen their understandings of what really matters in their lives’ (Lenette 2019,
124). Vasudevan and Riina-Ferrie (2019), for instance, applied story-telling as a research tool to
examine issues of identity, civic participation and creative practices among youth participants by
engaging them in reflections about their experiences of a participatory video project.

Despite the efforts of implementingParticipatoryVideo in thefield of forcedmigration as illustrated
above, we noted that a less explored part of the methodology is the editing process. In general, Partici-
patory Video studies adopt a No Editing Required (NER) approach in which participants can create a
video but do not engage in editing training or need a digital editing suite. The NER approach has been
argued to respond to different issues associated with Participatory Video: editing can be technically
challenging and time-consuming for participants (Mak 2012) and, in addition, can yield power imbal-
ances and impose top-down views on the participants’ films (Blomfield and Lenette 2018; Grabska
2022;Marzi 2021).We argue, however, that a NER format can sometimesmask an approach to vulner-
ability rooted in colonizing research practices and labeling discourses involving refugee communities.
Instead, wepropose thatmore efforts shouldbemade to engagewith (semi)participatory editing (Lock-
owandt 2013) as this not only brings important benefits to participants, but also, can become a key start-
ing point to reflect on the tensions that the editing process brings about. As Parr (2007, 126) puts it,
collaborative editing ‘throws up a difficult range of issues about endurance, representation, ethics
and inclusion’. We will explore this issue in depth later in the article by providing empirical examples
drawn from our own experience in engaging with editing training and production.

Research context and the co-design of the Digital Place-makers program

In migration studies, a significant effort to emphasize issues of place-making, resettlement, and
belonging has gained important traction in recent years (Alencar 2020). Migrant and refugee
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populations are increasingly studied through the lenses of translocality – a conceptual approach
that highlights the agency of refugees in their own settlement processes (Jean 2015). This major
shift away from an essentialist perspective on places (Brun 2001) has also been accompanied by
the use of communication and information technologies. Increasingly, we observe place-making
processes where digital technologies play an important part, for example, in the creation of local
support networks, the search for relevant information on work, education or health, or the sharing
of learned experiences with the refugee community (Sarria Sanz and Alencar 2020). Digital technol-
ogies allow migrants to establish relationships with their local environment without losing connec-
tion with their places of origin and with the global context.

In the Translocal Lives Research Project, we not only aimed to identify the various ways in which
refugee migrants use technologies to create a sense of place, but we also delved into how digital
technologies provide new opportunities to access refugee ‘in situ and in real-time’ experiences
(Marzi 2021, 3). Particularly, we explored the potential of participatory video to tap into issues
of belonging, identities, aspirations, sociabilities, and well-being. To this end, we co-designed the
Digital Place-makers program, a 7-week hybrid (online/in-person) filmmaking course that involved
14 newcomers with refugee background, a media artist, and the researchers, who had long experi-
ence in developing educational initiatives aimed at social inclusion of refugee communities and
marginalized groups. The participants had diverse socio-economic backgrounds and had been liv-
ing in the Netherlands between one and seven years. There was also significant diversity regarding
their countries of origin, including Syria, Iran, Turkey, Pakistan, and Eritrea. Among the partici-
pants, 7 were women and 7 were men and their ages varied from 24 to 47 years old. All the partici-
pants were recruited through snowball sampling and established connections with refugee-led
associations and social media platforms (e.g., LinkedIn and Instagram).

The goal of the program, shaped together with the participants, was the production of indi-
vidual amateur short films where each newcomer explored their perspective on place-making as
autonomously as possible. To achieve this, the program included training in basic video and edit-
ing tools as well as in story-telling and creative writing. Both smartphones and laptops were used.
The design phase of the Digital Place-makers program was assisted by two key informants of the
refugee community, Adel AlBaghdadi and Jaber Mawazini. Adel is the founder of WE Organiz-
ation, an initiative that addresses issues of xenophobia and social inclusion among refugees in the
Netherlands. Adel was key to understanding participants’ motivations for enrolling in a program
like the Digital Place-makers and helped us emphasize the pedagogical component that later
would be central to address our concerns regarding research fatigue among the refugee commu-
nity (Bloemraad and Menjívar 2021; Vera Espinoza 2020). On the other hand, Jaber joined us as
a researcher and cultural advisor and assisted us in the recruitment of participants and in build-
ing trust among the group. Having experienced forced migration himself, Jaber is actively
involved in refugee-related issues in the Netherlands, particularly, regarding the Syrian commu-
nity. He provided important insights into ethical considerations during the implementation of
the program. For instance, his perspective was crucial in assessing better our approach to the
vulnerability of the participants (a topic that will be discussed later). In addition, Jaber
accompanied us in several interviews and provided crucial support in both linguistic and cultural
translation. Both Adel and Jaber’s involvement helped us engage in a better co-design process
and consider deeply our participants’ needs and constrains, core principles of participatory
research (Fish and Syed 2021).

In line with our participatory approach, media maps were developed with the participants prior
to the start of the program. The media maps were part of the in-depth interviews conducted
between May and July of 2021 with the purpose of identifying the participants’ media preferences
and consumption habits, sharing practices, privacy concerns, data management, among others.
More importantly, these media maps helped us evaluate the feasibility of the program in terms
of access to devices (smartphones and laptops), but also it helped us grasp the different media lit-
eracy skills of the group.
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Consequently, we developed important insights into how comfortable the participants were in
using their smartphones to engagewith filmmaking and story-tellingworkshops. In fact, the diversity
among the participants in terms of socio-economic background, age, country of origin, time living in
the Netherlands, and strategies for place-making, signaled important differences to consider regard-
ing how they would feel while learning new digital skills during the program and engaging in creative
exercises. For example, Ibrahim,1 a 26-year-old Syrian participant, showed remarkable knowledge of
several digital media skills but struggled with the creative aspect of the activities. As a result, he
decided to get involved in helping others to realize their film projects by providing technical assist-
ance but not in producing his own film. In contrast, Farah, a 38-year-old Iranian woman, did not feel
confident in the technical aspect of video editing at the beginning. However, her determination to
learn new skills together with the assistance of the media artist, helped her to produce two short
films shot and edited by herself entirely. In her own words:

The first sessions I didn’t know what would happen, but step by step I learned something so I became so happy
because I can make some movies now. Before I couldn’t. And I thought this is a way to show your feelings,
your thoughts, what you do. And when you can make it, you can share it with other people and that gives you
energy. (Farah, 38, Iran)

After several iterations in the design of the program, Digital Place-makers began on 4 September
of 2021 and spanned during the following 7 weeks. Every week, on Saturdays, we would meet with
the participants in-person on the Anonymous University campus for a three-hour workshop session.
We were fortunate that by this time, cases of COVID-19 had decreased sufficiently in the Nether-
lands, and restrictions had been eased for a period of approximately 3 months. Therefore, we were
able to conduct the program in a hybrid format, adhering to the biosecurity measures implemented
on campus and recommended for small-sized groups such as ours during in-person meetings. An
important note in this respect is that we noticed that Saturdays became an extremely valuable ludic
space for the participants, many of whom had come to the Netherlands during the pandemic or just
prior to the intense first lockdown. As a result, participants were not only eager for physical
interactions with others but were also keen to be stimulated through creative learning. Aida, a
35-years-graphic designer from Iran said: ‘We had a very good relationship with each other, I
was very comfortable, I had no stress. I really played during this course and I enjoyed that’.
Other studies using participatory methods during the COVID-19 pandemic have accounted for
similar experiences. For instance, researching strategies of resilience among women in poor neigh-
borhoods in Medellín, Marzi (2021, 11) explains how the routine meetings even though online, gave
the participants a ‘sense of normality’ and helped them create a community to share experiences of
injustice and inequality. In a similar way, Liegghio and Caragata (2021, 153) highlight how their
remote research using photovoice among low-income youth in Canada became a way for ‘interrupt-
ing the negative effects of the pandemic in “real time”’. Like many other research studies designed
before the pandemic but implemented in a context of great uncertainty after COVID-19 hit (see
Hall, Gaved, and Sargent 2021), we had to constantly adapt our work plan to the fluctuating circum-
stances and government restrictions (Figure 1).

Participatory video to co-produce knowledge with refugee migrants

Central to participatory video is the meaningful and active participation by those most affected by
an issue. Adopting this approach helped us understand filmmaking and story-telling as tools to
empower individuals in sharing their accounts on place-making. Rather than specific guidelines,
we focused on providing a broad outline for the creation and curation of content. This allowed par-
ticipants to feel in charge of their voice and to make autonomous decisions about the pieces most
relevant to them in relation to their individual and collective place-making strategies. As Fish and
Syed (2021, 273) argue, ‘marginalized and underserved communities are not monolithic or one-
dimensional, but rather, represent a diverse range of experiences’. Under this perspective, we
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focused on delivering the conceptual guidance and technical tools recognizing the learning pace
and motivations of each participant. We observed that the Digital Place-makers program became
relevant to each of them as long as they were able to focus their efforts on pursuing personal
and/or professional goals associated with their aspirations beyond their condition as refugees.
Enabling the space to explore their individual motivations and answer the question of ‘why do I
want to learn how to create a film?’, was a key starting point of our program and utterly relevant
in the role and attitude that participants adopted during the workshops. To respond to the variety
of motivations and needs, we implemented two main strategies. First, we offered one-to-one sup-
port sessions between Saturdays (when the group sessions took place), to follow participants’ pro-
gress more closely and to focus on the challenges they identified in moving forward with their films,
both in a technical and conceptual level, but also at an emotional one. In turn, this allowed us to
adopt the second strategy. While learning about their individual struggles and achievements, it
became necessary to implement a methodology in which each week, the team (media artist, cultural
advisor, and us, researchers) would review the contents of the program and tailor the sessions on a
weekly basis. In doing so, we aimed to attend in the best way possible to what the participants
expected to achieve through the course. The result were 11 amateur short films that reflect their
perspectives on belonging, identity, well-being, memory, and resilience, among other topics. Con-
cretely, four themes were preliminarily identified in the films (see Figure 2):

(1) Challenges and resilience: in this theme, the films show the stark reality of the refugee jour-
ney emphasizing the challenges of leaving home and stepping out into the unknown. The
participants, however, also stress their resilience in overcoming the various obstacles they
face. The films ‘Sunny Days are Coming’, ‘Next Chapter’, and ‘Life is Changeable’ are
examples.

(2) Motivation and opportunities: in this theme, the narrative focuses on the opportunities that par-
ticipants identify upon arrival in the Netherlands and the relevance of different actors, from
family and friends to organizations and institutions, for their place-making process. The
main argument is the search for the skills that help them to recognize themselves as valuable
individuals in the new society. The films ‘You Can’, ‘Just Try’, ‘Bridge Over’, and ‘How to Grow
a Healthier and Happy Garden’ are some examples of this theme.

(3) Memories and connection to home: in this theme, participants explore questions about how to
connect with their country of origin, their culture, and their family left behind. In the film
‘Homeland’ Hamoud questions if and how to replace his home, while in the film ‘Life’ Feresh-
teh shows how a family recipe connects her to memories of her childhood.

Figure 1. Media map developed during the online individual interviews.
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(4) Belonging and relation to the city: in this final theme, participants use metaphors to narrate the
tensions in the relationship between their identity as refugees and their sense of belonging to
the city. In tandem, the films account for some strategies that they develop to better connect
with the host society and what questions this process brings about. ‘My Friends’ and ‘Stranded
Rendez-vous’ are two examples in this theme.

Participatory editing

Placing participants at the center of the process allowed us to address critiques of power imbalances
between researcher and researched that are discussed within participatory video methods and that
particularly focus on the interference of the researchers and filmmakers in the curation of material
in the final films (Grabska 2022). To safeguard against this pitfall, we not only kept revising and
adapting the program on a weekly basis, but we also focused on teaching participants editing skills.
In participatory video studies, editing is often the part where participants have less agency and
autonomy due to the technical challenges that this skill presents (see Marzi 2021). In fact, the
majority of studies implementing Participatory Video opt to take a No Editing Required (NER)
approach, where participants do not engage themselves in editing. This alternative offers great
advantages to the overall project as it brings less complexities at a technical and financial level,
and it is also less time-consuming (Mak 2012). However, we believe that the lack of engagement
in editing training can also risk missing important opportunities for meaning-making and
agency-building for the participants (Vasudevan and Riina-Ferrie 2019). After all, it is precise
during the editing process that crucial decisions are made regarding the composition and framing
of a narrative. As Lenette (2019, 216) argues, ‘principles of participatory research should extend to
the editing phase so that Knowledge Holders have more control over the way their clips and nar-
ratives are constructed in the “final cut”’. Under this perspective, we followed a participatory editing
approach in which participants learn the skills necessary to take charge of the editing process under
the guidance of a professional (Lockowandt 2013). To do so we used ShotCut, a freely available soft-
ware and in total, we dedicated 9 hours to train participants in editing during group sessions, and 1
extra hour of individual training on average per person under the guidance of the media artist. In
what follows, we present three important benefits of participatory editing during the Digital Place-
makers program (Figures 3 and 4).

First, we observed that engaging in editing as part of the program provided the opportunity to
learn skills and competences that were valuable for the participants beyond the duration of the pro-
ject. Some participants explained how being trained in editing was relevant to their professional
development and aligned with their goals. For Zina, a 25-year-old recently graduated student,

Figure 2. Posters of the 11 films and the documentary (bottom right) co-created with participants.
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the new learnt skills were a relevant addition to her CV while looking for jobs in the marketing and
communication field. In another example, Hamoud, a 47-year-old architect from Syria, had already
basic training in editing prior to the program but explained how engaging with the process helped
him reconnect with skills that he had been struggling to practice since he arrived in the Netherlands
one year ago. The fact that participants saw value in learning a new skill that can be used beyond the
timeframe of the project was crucial to respond to issues of research fatigue. Research fatigue
emphasizes the ‘extractive nature of research’ (Vera Espinoza 2020) and signals participants’ dis-
comfort with a lack of retribution or benefits for partaking in a research project (Karooma
2019). That is not to say that for all participants receiving editing training was associated with
their professional goals. For the majority, retribution was perceived through the impact that learn-
ing digital skills and engaging in creative exercises had on their individual well-being. The program
enabled a pathway for regaining the confidence that many newcomers have lost due to the traumas
associated with the loss of place, identity, or culture (Jean 2015). For example, Emine, a 41-year-old
woman from Turkey, expressed on many occasions how participating in the workshops made her

Figure 3. Participants learn and practice editing skills during the workshops.

Figure 4. To understand the logics of editing, participants write their script (visuals and audio) on post-its to play with different
types of narratives.
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feel young and capable again. During the follow-up interviews held after the program, she said: ‘It
was a really great experience for me, I enjoyed it. I have now a lot of motivations because when I
came here I lost all the trust in myself, but this program gave me trust again’. Similarly, Sana, from
Pakistan, also expressed the relevance of learning new skills as a strategy for motivation and place-
making. This issue was so important to her that it became the central theme of her film titled ‘You
can’. In fact, many of the films tap into the theme of motivation and opportunities and describe
from first-hand accounts how for refugee newcomers, it is vital to feel valuable to the host society,
by for example, finding way to use their skills to contribute in diverse fields. The impact on well-
being was not only evident from the perspective of inner self-confidence and reassurance. Through-
out the workshops, all the participants decided to focus on the positive aspects of their experiences
in the Netherlands, considering their films as instruments that could inspire others in similar situ-
ations. The fact that participatory video enables pathways to contribute to the well-being of partici-
pants cannot be understated, especially when research among refugee populations often leads to
reviving experiences of trauma and distress associated with displacement and loss (Humpage
et al. 2019; Ratnam and Drozdzewski 2021).

Second, we observed how developing autonomy over the narrative through the control of editing
choices was crucial for many participants to feel like owners of their films, a core tenet in the co-
production of knowledge approach. In turn, this led them to adopt a sense of responsibility to shed
light on matters of social injustice in their communities. In this sense, we argue that participatory
editing has the potential to empower members of vulnerable communities, like forced migrants and
refugees, as agents of change (Fish and Syed 2021).

Refugees are a big part of the Netherlands, but they have many problems. I always wanted to show their pro-
blems to find a solution, but I couldn’t, I didn’t know a good way to show this. But with this technique, with an
efficient film, I managed to show some of these problems. (Negar, 42, Iran)

Negar is an Iranian woman who fled her country with her family 2 years ago and who is deeply
committed to the social aid of her community. As she described, filmmaking skills were tremen-
dously valuable for her to go beyond simply narrating the challenges and opportunities that refu-
gees encounter in the Netherlands: she found a way to actually show how their experiences look like.
The potential that many participants found in the ability to show their perspectives respond to the
struggle that their communities face with respect to the limited frames of ‘what a refugee looks like’
found in media and public discourses today (Bruinenberg et al. 2021). More importantly, we
observed how for many newcomers, filmmaking became a powerful vehicle through which they
developed a shared sense of collectivity and of ‘being connected to a bigger cause’ (Liegghio and
Caragata 2021). For Ronny, who has been seeking asylum for 5 years, learning how to shoot and
edit an amateur film was an opportunity for asylum seekers like him to standout and be heard:

You never get the chance to share your thing. People are not interested in listening to you because everyone
has the same problem (…) but now I got a chance, I want to show them what I have to say.

Other digital participatory studies have also discussed the relevance of these methods in triggering
positive experiences of social change and resilience in challenging contexts. For example, Lenette,
Cox, and Brough (2015) found that, for loan mothers with refugee backgrounds, digital story-telling
acted as a social advocacy tool in the production of counter-narratives of relocation and settlement.

Third, we found that by understanding the logics of editing, even when the technical skills were
not fully mastered, the participants were able to conceive new possibilities for expressing their
thoughts through the films. A clear example is the case of Abdullah, a 27-year-old lawyer who
fled his country alone in 2017. His film ‘Life is Changeable’ narrates his journey from Turkey to
the Netherlands by sequencing photos that he had saved on his phone and adding titles to explain
to the audience what each picture was depicting. In one of the final sessions of the program, Abdul-
lah explained that learning how to put voice and music on a video was useful for expressing more
clearly how he felt at different times during his journey. An important note here is that we did not
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pursue high-quality aesthetic production; this was not the goal of the editing training during the
program. Participants were able to decide the depth in which each of them engaged with editing
tools and how far they explored different options in the editing software.

As we have seen, the multiple advantages of participatory video and editing at individual and
collective levels are significantly associated with the impact of the films being shared and watched
by a specific audience, including other refugees or members of their communities, decision-makers
at a policy level, as well as potential employers in the labor market. The relevance of these audiences
for the participants implies that engaging in knowledge co-production cannot be considered sep-
arately from a thorough analysis of ethical implications related to the dissemination of their
films. In the following section, we turn to the intricacies between ownership and confidentiality
in the framework of digital participatory methods for migration research.

Migrant vulnerability: the negotiation of confidentiality versus ownership

The concept of vulnerability is central to understanding ethical practices in studies focused on refu-
gees. Vulnerable populations are those considered to experience a ‘particularly difficult set of life-
chances’ (Brown 2011, 314). In migration research, refugee communities are considered vulnerable
populations and therefore special attention is required to assess risks of emotional and social harm.
In addition, refugee-focused research needs to consider the potential experiences of surveillance
and persecution that many refugees endure, and the possible implications for their legal status
for partaking in research. In this regard, issues of confidentiality, anonymity and privacy are crucial
and constitute a central component in ethical considerations. However, as Ratnam and Drozd-
zewski (2021) argue, researching refugee populations often reveals a mismatch between procedural
ethics and its actual fieldwork application. This calls for a more ‘reflexive, situated and transforma-
tive research, ethical engagement with research participants and environments, and knowledge pro-
duction that is participatory, collaborative, and more widely accessible’ (Caretta and Faria 2020,
172). We were acutely aware of the power relations underpinning our positionality as privileged
migrant women researchers in the Netherlands working with people who experienced forced dis-
placement and had to negotiate their belonging and legal situation in Dutch society in completely
different ways. This reinforced our commitment to incorporating the principle of ‘do no harm’ that
is guided by the ethics of care and respect (Grabska 2022). Following this perspective, a key aspect in
the implementation of the Digital Place-makers program was the establishment of ethical guidelines
with the participants. To do so, we facilitated a conversation during the welcoming session of the
program to decide what was important in order to guarantee a safe and comfortable space through-
out the workshops. As a result of the activity, several ethical guidelines were collectively produced in
a shared document easily accessed by the group at any time. Concretely, the ethical guidelines con-
sidered four main points:

(1) Collection of material and identification: Each participant has the autonomy to decide what
content is included in their final film. In line with this, participants can decide if they want
to appear in the films or if they will remain completely unidentifiable. This decision pertains
to the participant only and will not be questioned by the team or by anyone in the group. In
addition, participants have the autonomy to decide whether and how to be involved in the
audio-visual documentation of the program.

(2) Cloud-storage: The recorded material will be stored in a private server, only accessible to the
participants and the research team. Once the project ends, this material will be deleted, and
access accounts will be terminated.

(3) Circulation of content: The content created individually or collectively during the sessions can-
not be circulated outside of the program without the consent of its owner/s. This includes the
content and conversations held through the WhatsApp group (created with participants to
facilitate communication).
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(4) Dissemination of the films: Each participant is autonomous in deciding how to disseminate
their final film and to which audience. Possibilities for collective dissemination (e.g., screen-
ing nights, websites, online exhibitions) were discussed as a group at the end of the program.

We decided to engage in the co-design of ethical agreements stemming from concrete concerns of
the group rather than implementing a set of standardized guidelines that oftentimes do not reflect the
realities of the research (Ratnam and Drozdzewski 2021; Bloemraad and Menjívar 2021). By doing so,
we were careful to consider the particular concerns of each participant, an essential practice to guard
against a label approach to vulnerability (Luna 2009) that is prevalent in refugee-focused research
(Humpage et al. 2019).Under this approach, participants not only endupbeing stripped of their auton-
omy, but they are not recognized as experts in their context and the challenges they or their commu-
nities face. Thus, the label approach to vulnerability contradicts the core principles of participatory
methods and can disempower the individuals that partake in research. On the contrary, as Luna
(2009) explains, a layered approach allows one to consider the dynamic character of vulnerability
and to understand the specificities of the environmental and personal circumstances of each individual.
While recognizing the complexities of the ongoing debate onmigrant vulnerability (La Spina 2021), the
layered approach provides an important framework for reflecting on the intricacies of the relation
between confidentiality and ownership that emerged as part of the dissemination of the films.

In refugee-focused research, safeguarding confidentiality can be crucial to protect not only the
individual, but also their family or loved ones left behind (Bloemraad and Menjívar 2021). During
the program, we evidenced that many participants were aware of the implications of being ident-
ified through their films and approximately half of the participants chose not to be identified
through the audio-visual content. The other participants adopted varying degrees of exposure, ran-
ging from including some biographical information, to describing specific lived experiences, and in
few cases showing their faces and those of family members. This range of outcomes underpins the
pertinence for a layered approach to a vulnerability that recognizes the particularities of each case
and their autonomy in making such decisions, while enabling constant (re)negotiations regarding
the identification of participants and their visual projects. Therefore, our role here was limited to
ensuring that everyone understood and carefully assessed the implications of identification, rather
than determining the ‘correct’ type of content included in their films.

Within participatory video, this discussion is even more necessary due to the methodological
approach and outcomes of the program. In this case, authorship implies a concrete source of identifi-
cation, especially when participants are interested and wish to disseminate their films to different
audiences. During informal conversations we had with them, particularly in individual online ses-
sions, many expressed the relevance of sharing their creations with others. On an individual level,
being identified as the author addresses considerations of ownership and credit that they see ben-
eficial, particularly those concerned with showcasing media skills for potential jobs, like Hamoud
or Zina. For others, authorship is more focused on feeling proud and capable, as in the case of
Emine or Ronny. Nevertheless, at a collective level, the group also expressed the relevance of circulat-
ing theirfilms beyond academia. Formany, the opportunity to put theirfilms out there is related to the
possibilities of impacting not only how Dutch society perceives refugees, but how refugee commu-
nities perceive themselves. Sana’s words reflect this perspective: ‘You can. That is the main goal of
what I want to say. That sometimes you are stuck in a difficult situation where you can’t find the
ways to get out, but you have the ability and you can’.Whilewe are aware that confidentiality is crucial
in research with migrant populations and refugees, we cannot fail to include them in the conversa-
tion, as they constantly challenge research practices and institutional ethical guidelines.

Concluding points

Throughout this article, we have sought to highlight the relevance of participatory video as a
creative research method with much to offer to the field of forced migration. Prompted by

LEARNING, MEDIA AND TECHNOLOGY 11



the growth in the study of the role of digital technologies in the lives of refugees, we have sought
to understand how such technologies are not only key to develop place-making strategies (Alen-
car 2020) but are also means for co-producing knowledge. Our reflection on the co-design and
implementation of the Digital Place-makers program highlights several important points that
have also been stressed in other studies that use participatory video to better understand the
migratory trajectories of refugee communities. The most relevant, perhaps, is the impact of
this method on the individual well-being of participants who have endured traumatic experiences
related to their displacement and loss of identity (Jean 2015). As we discussed earlier, well-being
is associated with the regained confidence and assertiveness that comes with learning new skills
such as story-telling, creative writing, and editing. The latter, however, remains an unexplored
phase in most projects implementing participatory video (Marzi 2021). We argue that integrating
participatory editing can also have an important social impact on communities at the collective
level. Therefore, the relevance of the method is not just that we can co-produce more authentic
stories that better reflect a community’s perspective; beyond that, it is to provide communication
tools to a community that has been systematically sidelined from producing its own discourses,
imaginaries and aspirations. As Fish and Syed (2021) recognize, when implemented right, parti-
cipatory video (and participatory editing) is a powerful tool for equipping agents of social
change.

As evidenced throughout the article, we have sought to implement the principles of partici-
patory research at all stages of the project: the co-design of the program with key informants,
the establishment of ethical guidelines with participants, the negotiation of workshop objectives
and content, and collective decision-making about the dissemination of the resulting films were
all key aspects of our participatory approach. Doing so has brought about important reflections
on ethical concepts that are central to refugee research. On the one hand, a reflection on the
research fatigue that persists in studies implementing more conventional methodologies to
research the levies of refugees (Bloemraad and Menjívar 2021; Vera Espinoza 2020). While we
acknowledge that not all studies at the intersection of forced migration and digital technologies
can integrate a creative methodology, we do argue that a participatory approach is a crucial start-
ing point for better understanding communities’ motivations for getting involved in any pro-
posed study. And, moreover, we see significant potential in participatory video particularly as
a transformative and even fun tool that can be highly motivating for newcomer participants.
As Lenette (2019) pointed out after reviewing several studies implementing this method, the
therapeutic potential of arts-based methods cannot be ignored, especially considering its
implementation in contexts of high uncertainty and limited social contact, such as the current
pandemic (Liegghio and Caragata 2021; Hall, Gaved, and Sargent 2021).

On the other hand, this project also led us to reflect on the mismatch between the ‘ethics on
paper’ and the ethics put into practice during a participatory project, which requires a great
degree of flexibility and care to respond to the circumstances of each participant. Some incon-
sistencies were already pointed out by Bloemraad and Menjívar (2021) in an extensive reflection
on the requirements of an open-science research approach. In this regard, we argue that the field
of forced migration research must commit more consistently to challenge the labels of vulner-
ability (Luna 2009) that prevent refugees from making autonomous decisions about how and
to what extent they wish to be identified in a project that aims to produce knowledge collabora-
tively. In participatory video, such identification is intrinsically linked to the enjoyment of their
authorship of the films: how can we negotiate the risks of identification with the benefits of author-
ship is a question that cannot be answered without involving the participants in the conversation.
It would be a mistake to assume their vulnerability without understanding the particularities on a
case-by-case basis. We find it striking that this reflection has not been exhaustively explored
before, and so we are very keen on pointing it out concretely to better understand how future
studies using participatory video can follow-up and contribute greatly to the discussion on
such relevant ethical issues.
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Note

1. Most participants used their own names for their films; in one case, the participant opted for adopting a
pseudonym.
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