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Abstract 
 
Practitioners’ experiences and perspectives on social interventions with refugees are 
underexplored in Southeast Asia. This gap limits the ability to create impactful public policy in 
the region. In this report, we present findings from an interdisciplinary research workshop held in 
Kuala Lumpur in 2018. The workshop included sixty individuals from a diverse range of 
backgrounds – asylum-seekers, refugees, academics, NGO leaders and staffs, representatives from 
United Nation agencies, and government officials. Using thematic analysis, we extracted some 
issues considered to be the most pressing for refugees, as well as issues considered important yet 
understudied. Based on these workshop outcomes, we suggest a research process flowchart to aid 
researchers and practitioners in maximizing their impact through policy and advocacy, while at 
the same time partnering with refugee communities to better serve their needs.  
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Southeast Asia has had a very long history with accepting refugees, starting in 1937 with the influx 
of approximately one million Chinese individuals during the Japanese occupation of Manchuria 
and the second Sino-Japanese war.4 The latest available data on the persons-of-concern population 
in Southeast Asia include 241,438 in Malaysia, 13,840 in Indonesia, 849,733 in Myanmar, and 
593,241 in Thailand, for a total of 1,698,252 individuals.5 In fact, Asia has the highest number of 
“persons-of-concern” in the world, as well as a large number of people who have legitimate claims 
to refugee status but do not make such claims.6,7 

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is a regional, intergovernmental 
organization focused on “accelerating the economic growth, social progress, and cultural 
development in the region, and promoting regional peace and stability.”8 The fact that only two of 
the ten ASEAN countries have ratified the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 
(i.e., “The 1951 Refugee Convention”) and the 1967 Protocol implies that the vast majority of 
refugees in Southeast Asia are not legally recognized by their host governments.9  Scholars have 
cited many reasons for the low accession rates in Southeast Asia. For example, a case study on 
Thailand highlighted that national sovereignty and security concerns have prompted the Thai 
government to not sign the 1951 Refugee Convention.10 As the nature of refugee flows becomes 
more complicated, and radically different from the past, the current refugee law designed by 
western states in response to refugee flows in Europe after the First World War seems to be losing 
its relevance, particularly in ASEAN countries. Some other scholars have argued that non-
participation by ASEAN states is because the 1951 Convention and the 1967 Protocol are 
Eurocentric and have systematically excluded the Asian perspective, calling international refugee 
law to be reformed.11  

Southeast Asia has past success with collaboration between nations in the region involving 
legal, political, and social advances that are distinct from the West – namely, the Declaration and 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (CPA) of 1989. While it is generally acknowledged as a regional 
success, in particular with respect to the smaller Southeast Asian nations pushing back against the 
hegemony of the West, some scholars have argued that the CPA is “neither ideal nor 
comprehensive – and that the question of whether the CPA is indeed a success will depend on who 

 
4 Vitit Muntarbhorn, The Status of Refugees in Asia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); Sara Ellen 
Davies, Legitimising Rejection: International Refugee Law in Southeast Asia (Nijhoff: Brill, 2008). 
5  UN High Commissioners for Refugees, “Operational Information on the South-East Asia subregion,” 2017, accessed 
January 22, 2019, http://reporting.unhcr.org/node/39. 
6 UNHCR defines the term “persons of concern” to include refugees, people in refugee-like situations, refugee 
returnees, internally displaced persons and returnees, asylum-seekers, and stateless persons.  
7 Davies, Legitimising Rejection. 
8 ASEAN consists of ten countries – Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, 
Thailand, and Vietnam. “Association of Southeast Nations (ASEAN),” NTI, accessed January 27, 2019,  
https://www.nti.org/learn/treaties-and-regimes/association-southeast-asian-nations-asean/.  
9 Philippines and Cambodia are the two ASEAN signatories.  
10 Vitit Muntarbhorn, “Refugee Law and Practice in the Asia and Pacific Region: Thailand as a Case Study,” 
UNHCR Research Paper, 2004. 
11 James C. Hathaway, “Reconceiving Refugee Law as Human Rights Protection,” Journal of Refugee Studies 4, no. 
2 (1991): 113-131; Bhupinder S. Chimni, “The Geopolitics of Refugee Studies: A View from the South,” Journal of 
Refugee Studies 11, no. 4 (1998): 350-374; Sara E. Davies, “Saving Refugees or Saving Borders? Southeast Asian 
States and the Indochinese Refugee Crisis,” Global Change, Peace & Security 18, no. 1 (2006): 3-24. 
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is asking and who is answering.”12 However, it is important to understand the historical 
background of the refugee protection in order to understand current events and to shape 
understanding of the future of refugee policies in Southeast Asia.  

Nevertheless, aside from the reasons for non-accession of most ASEAN countries to the 
1951 Refugee Convention, refugees who live in Southeast Asia live on the margins. They are 
outside of the purview of local law, cannot access public resources such as schools and 
government-subsidized or run hospitals, and are often accepted temporarily within the borders of 
the ASEAN host country. The informal understanding is that refugees will eventually be resettled 
to a third country, or eventually return to their country of origin once it is safe to do so.13 Refugees 
in ASEAN may live in urban areas, like most refugees in Malaysia, or may live in isolated camps, 
like the refugees on the Thai-Myanmar border. It is also important to note that the outflow for 
resettlement to previously-popular destinations such as the United States has severely decreased 
due to the increase in anti-immigration policies around the world, leading many refugees in 
Southeast Asia to remain in the region for years, if not throughout their whole lives. In fact, the 
largest refugee resettlement program in the world, the United States Refugee Admissions Program 
(USRAP), has sharply limited refugee inflow to 30,000 individuals for the 2019 fiscal year.14 This 
number is significantly lower than the 2018 ceiling of 45,000 individuals, which itself was the 
lowest target since 1980. 

The refugee crisis in Southeast Asia has encouraged many stakeholders to work for change 
in refugee policy to help better serve the refugee community and its many needs. This includes 
(but is not limited to) academics, government officials, non-governmental organization (NGO) and 
non-profit leaders, practitioners, and the public. Two problems with tackling refugee issues in this 
region, particularly in Malaysia, are the lack of data and documentation surrounding refugee issues 
and the lack of rigorous baseline assessments on various socioeconomic dimensions for the 
community. Without these two pieces, it is very difficult to credibly advocate for refugee rights in 
public and to create policies that satisfactorily address refugee needs.  

On the other hand, we have found that people and organizations “on the ground” with 
refugees (i.e., the practitioners), such as those who provide humanitarian aid or skills training, have 
a significant amount of knowledge on the practical problems and potential solutions for the refugee 
communities they work with. Unfortunately, many of these organizations are not decision-makers 
in the policy creation space and typically do not document this knowledge or disseminate it to a 
wider audience. This could lead to a dangerous asymmetry in the information available for 
academics and field practitioners, which could potentially cause an inefficient overinvestment in 
poorly designed research projects that bring insignificant impacts to the targeted beneficiaries.  

 
12 Sten A. Bronée, "The History of the Comprehensive Plan of Action," International Journal of Refugee Law Issue 5 
(1993): 534; James C. Hathaway, “Harmonizing for Whom: The Devaluation of Refugee Protection in the Era of 
European Economic Integration,” Cornell International Law Journal 26 (1993): 719. 
13 In 2018, Malaysia’s Foreign Minister reiterated this stance, which is common in the region. Specifically, when 
referring to the Chin, he said: “We have let (the Chins) stay for more than a decade. The Malaysian government has 
been kind enough to ensure the safety and protection of the ethnic Myanmar Chin community, although Malaysia is 
not a final destination country.” See full article Samantha Chow, “Saiffudin: We’ll Not Force Refugees to Return,” 
The Star, October 24, 2018,  https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2018/10/24/saifuddin-well-not-force-refugees-
to-return/. 
14 Lesley Wroughton, “U.S. to Sharply Limit Refugee Flows to 30,000 in 2019,” Reuters, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-immigration-pompeo/u-s-to-sharply-limit-refugee-flows-to-30000-in-2019-
idUSKCN1LX2HS. 
  

https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2018/10/24/saifuddin-well-not-force-refugees-to-return/
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2018/10/24/saifuddin-well-not-force-refugees-to-return/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-immigration-pompeo/u-s-to-sharply-limit-refugee-flows-to-30000-in-2019-idUSKCN1LX2HS
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Thus, in order to design a research process that bridges the gap between these seemingly 
distinct yet inherently interdependent pieces, we argue that one must start from the ground up – 
that is, first building partnerships with refugees and empowering them to lead the way. We build 
this observation on the perspectives we gathered in an interdisciplinary workshop that was held to 
pinpoint the pressing issues refugees face, and to browse ideas on how researchers and 
practitioners could advance the field. 
 
An Interdisciplinary Workshop on Refugee Issues 
 
In the summer of 2018, we held a research workshop on refugee issues in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 
The goal of the research workshop was to serve as a platform to connect people in the field to 
academics, practitioners and others interested in producing knowledge and aiding in the creation 
of policy surrounding these issues. The workshop was attended by seventy people from a diverse 
range of backgrounds, including asylum-seekers, refugees, academics from Malaysia, Singapore, 
and Thailand, local NGO leaders and workers, representatives from United Nations agencies,15 
and a Malaysian government representative from the Ministry of Health. Given this regional 
gathering of individuals united in their common interest of alleviating problems related to refugees 
and forced migrants, we conducted an exploratory, semi-structured survey to fully understand the 
issues that each of us face in our work. The objective of the survey was to gather and understand 
perspectives from practitioners on-the-ground about the needs and issues faced by the refugee 
community in order to inform future research endeavors for bridging the gap between policy, 
research and practice. Eighty-five percent of all participants responded to the survey (n=60), which 
included the following questions: 
 

1.  What is your background? 
2.  What is your geographic region of interest for refugee issues? 
3.  In the region above, what is the most pressing issue facing refugees? 
4.  In the region above, what is an important but understudied or ignored issue facing 
refugees? 
5.  How can researchers better serve the refugee population? 

 
Figure 1: The representation of backgrounds from the 60 survey respondents 

 

 
15 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the International Labor Organization (ILO).  
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Figure 2: The geographic regions of interest for the 60 survey respondents. 
               
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1 provides a visual representation summarizing the backgrounds of the respondents. 

The respondents include four asylum-seekers and refugees, twenty-seven academics, sixteen NGO 
representatives, one Malaysian government representative, and eighteen representatives from 
UNHCR and ILO. Some respondents self-identified as belonging to multiple backgrounds. 
Respondents were overwhelmingly interested in, or have worked on, issues in Southeast Asia, as 
depicted in Figure 2. In particular, question two on the survey elicited fifty-four responses for 
Southeast Asia, three for other Asian counties, two for the United States (resettlement), six for 
global issues (i.e., geographically unconstrained), two for Africa, and five for the Middle East. 

Using the survey answers from questions three and four, we conducted a systematic 
thematic analysis on the issues that were highlighted.16 We proceeded by following six steps: 1) 
familiarized ourselves with the data, 2) generated initial codes, 3) searched for main perspectives, 
4) reviewed perspectives, 5) defined and named the perspectives, and 6) produced the report. 
Question five provided insight on how respondents view the role of researchers and were used to 
form the research flowchart in Figure 3. The surveys were anonymous to promote truth-telling and 
to encourage respondents to speak up about issues that they might not been comfortable speaking 
about in public.17 The results of the data analysis are discussed in section three. 
 
Workshop Findings 
 
Participant’s Perspectives: The Most Pressing Issues Facing Refugees 
Question three elicited respondents to cite the issues they considered “most pressing” facing 
refugees. We identified five main perspectives, which are depicted in Table 1, in order of 

 
16 Braun, Virginia, and Victoria Clarke, “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology,” Qualitative Research in 
Psychology 3, no. 2 (2006): 77-101; Braun, Virginia, and Victoria Clarke, Successful Qualitative Research: A 
Practical Guide for Beginners (London: Sage, 2013). 
17 Anthony D. Ong and David J. Weiss, “The Impact of Anonymity on Responses to Sensitive Questions,” Journal 
of Applied Social Psychology 30, no. 8 (2000): 1691-1708; Adam W. Meade, and S. Bartholomew Craig, “Identifying 
Careless Responses in Survey Data," Psychological Methods 17, no. 3 (2012): 437;  Alessandro Acquisti, Leslie K. 
John, and George Loewenstein, “The Impact of Relative Standards on the Propensity to Disclose,” Journal of 
Marketing Research 49, no. 2 (2012): 160-174. 
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importance together with their corresponding subcategories, and implications, if any. These five 
perspectives were “no legal protection or recognition,” “no legal right to work,” “no access to 
affordable healthcare,” “no access to formal education,” and “frictions with members of host 
country.” It is important to note that most of these perspectives can generally be summarized as a 
lack of basic human rights, as outlined in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights.18 
However, exploring each of these perspectives individually and distinctly enables us to form a 
richer picture on the data collected. 
 
No Legal Protection or Recognition 
While living in countries that do not legally recognize them, refugees cannot safely interface with 
law enforcement authorities without fear of arrest and detention. Refugees are also often lumped 
together with economic migrants and categorized as “illegal migrants.” 19As a result, refugees do 
not enjoy freedom of movement within their country of residence. This causes great stress and 
turmoil, which was reported through survey respondents’ interactions with members of the 
community. A repeatedly cited example in the survey was the detention of hundreds of refugee 
children in Malaysian immigration centres under “conditions that are not ideal.” This agrees with 
a report by the Malaysian Immigration Department which shows that more than 1,000 children 
had been detained in immigration centres this year, including 136 Rohingya children and 380 
Myanmar children.20 Furthermore, despite the fact that most refugees in Southeast Asia are not 
legally recognized by their host country governments, they can still, in many cases, obtain UN 
documentation recognizing their status as refugees. Unfortunately, this process is opaque and takes 
a significant amount of time, which leaves many refugees confused and uncertain about their future 
in the host country. 
 
No Legal Right to Work 
Many survey respondents indicated concern with regard to the lack of legal right to work. Refugees 
in most Southeast Asian countries cannot legally work, which causes severe economic 
disenfranchisement. Survey respondents also reported examples of high rates of homelessness 
amongst refugees and high incidences of children begging on the streets to support their families. 
This corresponds with the perspectives shared among refugees. For example, a key finding in a 
study conducted with refugees in Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand was that refugees viewed legal 
work rights as one of the potential solutions to their mistreatment.21 A recent study on Burmese 
refugee issues in Thailand also highlighted the importance of legal right to work and stay.22 

 
18 UN General Assembly, “Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” 1948, Accessed January 22, 2019, 
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/.  
19 Kirsten McConnahie, "Forced Migration in South-East Asia and East Asia," in The Oxford Handbook of Refugee & 
Forced Migration Studies, eds. Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, Gil Loescher, Katy Long, and Nando Sigona  (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2014): 626-663. 
20 Rashvinjeet S. Bedi, “More than 1000 Children Detained in Immigration Centres This Year,” The Star, October 17, 
2018,  https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2018/10/17/immigration-dept-has-over-1000-children-in-detention-
centres/.  
21 Penelope Mathew, and Tristan Harley, Refugee Protection and Regional Cooperation in Southeast Asia (Canberra: 
The Australian National University, 2014). 
22 Sebastien Moretti, “The Challenge of Durable Solutions for Refugees at the Thai–Myanmar Border,” Refugee 
Survey Quarterly 34, no. 3 (2015): 70-94. 

http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2018/10/17/immigration-dept-has-over-1000-children-in-detention-centres/
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Indeed, having no legal right to work is problematic on two fronts. First, it negatively 
affects the refugee community itself through high levels of poverty and increased participation in 
loosely regulated jobs with poor working conditions, such as the construction industry. The second 
problem are the negative externalities towards citizens of the host country through growing levels 
of income inequality.23 
 
No Access to Affordable Healthcare 
Refugees in most Southeast Asian countries are unable to access affordable healthcare. This often 
means that there are few attempts made at disease prevention amongst individuals in this 
community24 (Perry et al. 1992). Survey respondents also emphasized the lack of support for 
mental health needs, particularly amongst female victims of domestic violence and adult males. 
Excluding refugees – who have often faced significant levels of trauma in their lives – from 
accessing affordable healthcare has severe long-term effects; in fact, studies have shown that these 
effects can continue for decades, and are often correlated with an increased risk for physical 
disease.25 
 
No Access to Formal Education 
Another key issue raised by many survey respondents is the denial of refugees’ right to formal 
education in the country of asylum. Many Southeast Asian countries do not allow refugee children 
to attend public schools. In fact, in a study conducted in 2015 by the Migration Policy Institute 
which included countries like Bangladesh and Malaysia, refugee children experience limited and 
disrupted educational opportunities, significant language barriers to education access, poorly 
trained instructors with inadequate resources, and significant discrimination and bullying in 
educational settings.26 Education for refugee children in Southeast Asia is typically not a “great 
leveller” or a method to escape poverty—oftentimes, it is barely adequate. 
 
Frictions with Members of the Host Country 
A significant number of survey respondents indicated that refugees face a large amount of frictions 
with members of the host country. In fact, many respondents reported instances of crimes 
conducted by citizens of the host country towards refugees, such as petty theft. Discrimination of 
citizens of the host country towards refugees is not a problem unique to Southeast Asia.27 
Fortunately, it seems to be one that is alleviated by increasing the exposure of the aforementioned 

 
23 Judith R. Blau, and Peter M. Blau, “The Cost of Inequality: Metropolitan Structure and Violent Crime,” American 
Sociological Review (1982): 114-129; Jens Ludwig, Greg J. Duncan, and Paul Hirschfield, “Urban Poverty and 
Juvenile Crime: Evidence from a Randomized Housing-Mobility Experiment,” The Quarterly Journal of 
Economics 116, no. 2 (2001): 655-679; Pablo Fajnzylber, Daniel Lederman, and Norman Loayza, “Inequality and 
Violent Crime,” The Journal of Law and Economics 45, no. 1 (2002): 1-39. 
24 Cheryl L. Perry, Steven H. Kelder, David M. Murray, and Knut-Inge Klepp. “Communitywide Smoking Prevention: 
Long-Term Outcomes of the Minnesota Heart Health Program and the Class of 1989 Study,” American Journal of 
Public Health 82, no. 9 (1992): 1210-1216. 
25 Julie Wagner, Georgine Burke, Theanvy Kuoch, Mary Scully, Stephen Armeli, and Thiruchandurai V. Rajan, 
“Trauma, Healthcare Access, and Health Outcomes Among Southeast Asian Refugees in Connecticut,” Journal of 
Immigrant and Minority Health 15, no. 6 (2013): 1065-1072. 
26 Sarah Dryden-Peterson, The Educational Experiences of Refugee Children in Countries of First Asylum 
(Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute, 2015). 
27 Farida Fozdar, and SilviaTorezani, “Discrimination and Well‐Being: Perceptions of Refugees in Western 
Australia,” International Migration Review 42, no. 1 (2008): 30-63. 
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citizens to members of the refugee community.28 Survey respondents also indicated that refugees’ 
voices should be heard and considered more prominently in public discourse to aid in increasing 
exposure for members of the host country. 
 
Important but Understudied Issues Facing Refugees 
For question four on the survey, which elicited responses on important but understudied issues 
facing refugees, we uncovered six main perspectives, detailed in Table 2. These issues are 
“mechanisms to improve public cognizance and social integration of refugees into their host 
countries,” “the costs of economic disfranchisement and legal exclusion,” “issues faced by 
vulnerable subgroups of the refugee population,” “preventative healthcare measures,” and 
“support for refugee education.” 
 
Mechanisms to Improve Public Cognizance and Social Integration of Refugees into Their 
Host Countries 
 
Survey respondents highlighted the need to expose host country citizens, including government 
representatives and politicians, to the refugee community and its plights for two key reasons: to 
eliminate ignorance-based discrimination, and to facilitate empathy and understanding in order to 
create favourable changes in policy. Survey respondents also indicated that refugees should be 
empowered to speak on their own behalf in media, and that both humanizing stories and successes, 
as well as realistic portrayals of suffering, should be featured. Featuring positive stories in addition 
to negative or difficult accountings is consistent with a 2015 study by Otieno Kisiara which argued 
that “the totality of the [refugee] presentation environments, especially their focus on narratives of 
suffering, do in fact reinforce the marginal and powerless position with which refugees are 
associated.”29 Some examples of mechanisms that might work for improving public understanding 
and encouraging social integration include providing education in schools on urban poverty, 
conducting in-depth cultural orientations about the host country for newly-arrived refugees and 
asylum-seekers, and creating public platforms, such as poetry and story writing competitions, for 
refugees to share their stories with the public. 

Finally, there was a lot of emphasis by the survey respondents on involving refugees 
directly and thoroughly in any and all research projects surrounding issues facing their 
communities. In fact, it has been well-documented that community-led interventions have been 
successful as a mode of reaching out and helping marginalized communities.30 Refugees should 

 
28 John Latkiewicz, and Colette Anderson, “Industries' Reactions to the Indochinese Refugees as 
Employees,” Migration Today, 11 (1983):14-20; Malee Sunpuwan, and Sakkarin Niyomsilpa, “Perception and 
Misperception: Thai Public Opinions on Refugees and Migrants from Myanmar,” Journal of Population and Social 
Studies 21, no.1 (2012), 47-58. 
29 Otieno Kisiara, “Marginalized at the Centre: How Public Narratives of Suffering Perpetuate Perceptions of 
Refugees' Helplessness and Dependency,” Migration Letters 12, no. 2 (2015): 162. 
30 Jana Smarajit, Ishika Basu, Mary Jane Rotheram-Borus, and Peter A. Newman, “The Sonagachi Project: A 
Sustainable Community Intervention Program,” AIDS Education and Prevention 16, no. 5 (2004): 405-414; Sushena 
Reza-Paul, Tara Beattie, Hafeez Ur Rahman Syed, Koppal T. Venukumar, Mysore S. Venugopal, Mary P. Fathima, 
H. R. Raghavendra et al., "Declines in Risk Behaviour and Sexually Transmitted Infection Prevalence Following a 
Community-Led HIV Preventive Intervention Among Female Sex Workers in Mysore, India," Aids 22 (2008): 91-
100; Amy J. Pickering, Habiba Djebbari, Carolina Lopez, Massa Coulibaly, and Maria Laura Alzua, “Effect of a 
Community-Led Sanitation Intervention on Child Diarrhoea and Child Growth in Rural Mali: A Cluster-Randomised 
Controlled Trial,” The Lancet Global Health 3, no. 11 (2015): 701-711; Carol R. Horowitz, Barbara L. Brenner, 
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be seen as capable partners and main sources of information regarding their own communities. In 
fact, academic literature has shown that even the highly illiterate Rohingya of Myanmar “develop 
certain protection strategies and livelihood mechanisms outside the boundaries of formal asylum, 
which suggest they possess significant capacities to carve out their own protection space and 
achieve a level of de facto integration.”31 
 
The Costs of Economic Disenfranchisement and Legal Exclusion 
 
The two subcategories highlighted were the severe difficulties in obtaining lawful and safe 
employment as well as the problems with insufficient household income and its role in causing 
perpetual cycles of poverty. Survey respondents also suggested the need for entrepreneurship 
training programs for refugees to start their own businesses, which could bypass the problem of 
legal employment through a private company or organization. Many respondents also highlighted 
the fact that there are very few organizations or platforms that match refugees to jobs that are 
appropriate to their skill sets. In the case of highly talented and skilled refugees, such as those from 
Syria with graduate-level degrees, this causes a great amount of distress due to the inefficient use 
of refugee talent in becoming productive members of society. 

A thorough review of the literature suggested that this issue has been studied in significant 
amount of detail in Europe – for example, Phillimore and Goodson showed that skilled refugees 
in the United Kingdom experience high levels of unemployment and often worked in mismatched 
industries by earning below than average wages.32 In addition, they argued that economic 
exclusion often leads to social exclusion, and that initiatives should be started to help them access 
jobs that fit their qualifications. 
 
Issues Faced by Vulnerable Subgroups of the Refugee Population 
 
Survey respondents indicated that there is a grave necessity to address the needs of vulnerable 
subgroups within the refugee community such as women, children, LGBTQ individuals, and the 
disabled. Individuals who belong to these categories are often left behind in the push for economic 
and social integration for refugees in a host country. This problem is exacerbated for the disabled 
due to the fact that all ASEAN nations aside from Singapore are still economically developing and 
thus do not have the same amount of resources to build a supportive infrastructure for disabled 
peoples’ needs. For example, wheelchair accessibility is very poor in countries such as Cambodia 
and Laos. 

Many refugee women also come from patriarchal societies where their needs and wants are 
never prioritized.33 Many respondents noted that since most refugee women do not work and rely 
on their husbands for financial support, they often find themselves in difficult situations for a 
variety of reasons. Some examples of this are when a refugee woman is abused by their spouse 

 
Susanne Lachapelle, Duna A. Amara, and Guedy Arniella, “Effective Recruitment of Minority Populations Through 
Community-Led Strategies,” Journal of Preventive Medicine 37, no. 6 (2009): 195-200. 
31 Samuel Cheung, “Migration Control and the Solutions Impasse in South and Southeast Asia: Implications from 
the Rohingya Experience,” Journal of Refugee Studies 25, no. 1 (2011): 50-70. 
32 Jenny Phillimore and Lisa Goodson, “Problem or Opportunity? Asylum Seekers, Refugees, Employment and Social 
Exclusion in Deprived Urban Areas,” Urban Studies 43, no. 10 (2006): 1715-1736. 
33  Kerrie James, “Domestic Violence Within Refugee Families: Intersecting Patriarchal Culture and the Refugee 
Experience,” Australian and New Zealand Journal of Family Therapy 31, no. 3 (2010): 275-284. 
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and have to leave their homes, when their husbands die and they must fend for themselves and 
their children, when they have disagreements with their husbands on household expenditures, or 
when they get divorced. Thus, the need to create sustainable income streams that can be maintained 
independently of their spouses is important for women, particularly for female heads of 
households. 

Most of the examples listed by survey respondents also focused on refugee children. In 
particular, the respondents highlighted child marriages, child workers, child abuse in the home, 
and child begging. Sexual violence was also referred as a major problem in certain refugee groups, 
as well as gender-based violence. 
 
Preventative Healthcare Measures 
 
As mentioned above in the thematic analysis for question three, refugees have difficulty accessing 
affordable healthcare and rarely receive preventative measures for any ailment, physical or 
otherwise. Thus, the need to provide a range of health interventions in the refugee community and 
measure their long-term cost-effectiveness and impact is significant.  Additionally, on the subject 
of improving affordability, the provision of subsidized health insurance could potentially 
encourage more preventative hospital visits and consultations surrounding family planning for 
young couples and sex education for teenagers and young adults could prevent unwanted 
pregnancies and provide protection against sexually transmitted diseases. 
 
Support for Refugee Education 
 
The academic literature surrounding the education of refugees has documented that many children 
within this community are unable to attend formal schooling of any kind due to their lack of legal 
status. Those who do go to school typically attend community-run schools with limited resources 
and are taught by teachers who are poorly trained and who “rely on their own experiences of being 
in school to inform their pedagogy.”34 Thus, improving both the access and quality of education 
for refugee children is very important. Many respondents gave the example of creating training 
programs to develop the capabilities and skills of teachers at refugee learning centres. 
 
How Can Researchers Better Serve the Refugee Community? 
 
The last question on the survey asked respondents to give their opinions on ways in which 
researchers can better serve the refugee community. Using the data, we plotted out the 
recommended research process to achieve this goal, depicted in Figure 3. Central to this process, 
as detailed below, is an iterative process that includes members of the refugee community as 
partners directing the research process and ground truthing the findings. 

The process first begins with the researcher partnering with the refugee community to 
conduct baseline assessments and identify issues and problems to be tackled within the research 
project. Although many researchers engage refugee individuals as interpreters in their fieldwork, 
many respondents also highlighted the need to form a partnership with the community that goes 

 
34 Jackie Kirk, and Rebecca Winthrop, “Promoting Quality Education in Refugee Contexts: Supporting Teacher 
Development in Northern Ethiopia,” International Review of Education 53, no. 5-6 (2007): 715-723. 
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beyond practical matters—indeed, they argued that academic research could only be impactful and 
create change in refugee communities if the research itself involved the community members as 
partners, and not merely as participants. One respondent remarked that “researchers must ask [the 
refugees] what they want,” and another said that “researchers must understand what refugees need 
to be able to thrive, and not just to survive.” Furthermore, special attention should be paid to ensure 
that there is a useful product or finding at the end of the research project, and that it is not an 
exploratory exercise in navel-gazing. 

Then, the problem to be tackled should be refined and scoped down to form a hypothesis—
this might be something like “Do refugees need to know how to read in the local language to gain 
employment?”—which can then be tested. The researcher should use her expertise in the academic 
and policy literature to determine that the hypothesis has not been answered in the context she is 
interested in, and can in fact be tested, given the constraints of the project (time, finances, etc.). 
This is to alleviate the problems of duplicate and failed studies. 

After the data are collected, the researcher will then be able to draw a conclusion and form 
an answer to her initial research question. At this point, it is of utmost importance that these 
findings and answers be communicated back to the refugee community. This is crucial for two 
reasons. The first is that the personhood, expertise, and partnership of the refugees involved in the 
initial research should be validated and appreciated. Many survey respondents argued that this 
particular step is the one is often forgotten. The second reason is that this communication back to 
the community may in and of itself be the impact – if, for example, literacy in the local language 
is found to be a predictor of meaningful employment, then knowing this fact can economically 
help the refugee community. 
 
Figure 3: Partners, not participants—flowchart showing the recommended research process 
when engaging with the refugee community 
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The next step in the process is to rigorously document the study, the collected data, the 
findings, its potential impact (if any), and most importantly, if the study failed, the reasons why it 
did. Academics often do not focus on their failures in conducting fieldwork because the publication 
process in many fields does not reward such papers, but when the fieldwork concerns understudied 
marginalized populations such as refugees in Southeast Asia, knowledge about failures, and 
reflections on why the failures happened, are tremendously helpful. 

The final step involves documentation, which can take a variety of forms. The study should 
be documented in a peer-reviewed academic journal article for dissemination to academia—this is 
to help future researchers start their own projects without duplicating prior efforts. A simplified 
version of the study, perhaps in the form of a short report or editorial in the popular press, could 
also be published for dissemination to the general public in order to inform them on refugee issues. 
Finally, academic researchers can also use the data and findings to advocate for the rights and 
needs of the refugee community as well as assisting governmental agencies and politicians in 
creating sensible policies that help, not harm, refugee communities. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In this report, we presented the results of the qualitative data obtained during an interdisciplinary 
research workshop. The data were collected from a diverse range of respondents based in Southeast 
Asia who differ in their levels of experience working in the field with refugee communities but are 
united in their shared goal of creating change and bettering the lives of refugees. We used thematic 
analysis to extract the most pressing as well as important but understudied issues facing refugees. 
These key issues revolve around the themes of legal recognition, livelihood as well as access to 
education and healthcare. Another key area that is critical and yet largely overlooked is the 
vulnerable subgroups of the refugee population including children, women, LGBTQ+ individuals 
and the disabled. We also constructed a research process flowchart which can be used by 
researchers interested in collaborating with refugee communities and using data to advocate for 
their rights. The findings presented here which reflect the opinion of key stakeholders in the field 
of refugee issues in Southeast Asia may serve as a useful reference for future studies in this area. 
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Appendix 
 
Table 1: Most pressing issues facing the refugee community in Southeast Asia 
 
Perspectives Subcategories Implications 
x No legal 

protection or 
recognition 

x Unsafe living conditions 
x Constant fear of immigration and 

police 
x Arrests and detentions 
x No freedom of movement within the 

host country 
x Lack of clarity and understanding 

surrounding resettlement process 
x Difficulty obtaining UN 

documentation 

x Difficult to access 
legal representation 

x Children are detained 
by immigration 
authorities 

x Cannot access social 
protection  

x Face both societal and 
economic integration 
issues 

x No legal right 
to work  

x Poverty 
x Labor exploitation and forced labor 
x Lack of financial freedom 
x Need for support for 

entrepreneurship ventures 
 

x Homelessness as a 
result of having no 
income   

x Child beggars 
x Lack of financial 

freedom 
x No access to 

affordable 
healthcare 

x Lack of support for physical and 
mental health needs 

x Female victims of 
gender-based violence 
cannot access public 
healthcare safely and 
affordably 

x Workers cannot seek 
medical care for 
workplace injuries  

x No access to 
formal 
education 

x Low levels of host country language 
skills and literacy amongst certain 
refugee groups 

x Perpetuation of the cycle of poverty 
through the systematic exclusion of 
children from formal schooling 

x High dropout rates 
from community-
based schools 

x Untrained or poorly 
trained teachers 

x Frictions with 
members of 
host country 

x Lack of cultural and social 
integration 

x Lack of public awareness and 
empathy for refugees 

x Trade-off between own cultural 
retention and host country’s culture 
 

x Refugee voices are 
not heard or 
considered in public 
discourse 

x No cultural orientation 
to situate refugees 
within the host 
country once they first 
arrive 
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Table 2: Important but understudied or ignored issues facing the refugee community in Southeast 
Asia 
 
Perspectives Subcategories Implications 
x Mechanisms to 

improve public 
cognizance and 
social integration 
of refugees into 
their host countries 

x The need to expose host country 
citizens to the refugee community 
and its plights to eliminate 
ignorance-based discrimination 

x Encouraging refugee 
empowerment and public 
depictions of personhood 
 

  

x Educate the public 
highlighting 
similarities between 
disadvantaged host 
country groups and 
refugees 

x Engage refugees as 
partners 

x Create public 
platforms for 
refugees to tell their 
stories 

x Conduct cultural 
orientations for 
newly arrived 
refugees  

x The costs of 
economic 
disenfranchisement 
and legal exclusion  
 

x Difficulties in obtaining lawful 
and safe employment 

x Insufficient household income 
causing perpetual cycles of 
poverty  

x Refugees not 
matched to jobs that 
are appropriate to 
their skills 

x Homelessness 
x Labor exploitation 

and forced labor 
x Issues faced by 

vulnerable 
subgroups of the 
refugee population 

x Urgent need to implement early 
interventions in the refugee 
community to address issues 
surrounding women, children, 
LGBTQ individuals, and the 
disabled  

x Create sustainable income 
streams for females 

x Child marriages, 
workers, and begging 

x Child abuse in the 
home  

x Sexual violence 
x Gender-based 

violence 

x Preventative 
healthcare 
measures 
 

x The importance of mental health 
interventions  

x Need for health insurance to 
improve access to healthcare 

x Family planning consultations 
and sex education for teenagers 
and adults 

x Coping mechanisms 
for stress and trauma 

x Education on 
nutrition 
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x Support for 
refugee education  

x Improve access and quality of 
education for refugees 
 

x Develop the skills of 
teachers at refugee 
learning centres 


	Acknowledgements
	Managing Editors' Statement
	Imaginary Objects, Imaginary Palestine: Exploring Methodological Challenges and Opportunities in Ethnographic Research in the Context of the Nahr El-Bared Refugee Camp
	FABIANO SARTORI
	MBONGENI NGULUBE
	Refugee Testimony and Human Rights Advocacy: The Challenges of Interviewing Refugees “In the Field”
	Critical Reflections on Conducting Elite Interviews on Forced Migration in Small Island Developing States
	Agent-Based Modeling Within Forced Migration Research: A Review and Critique
	From Policy Irrelevance to a Return to Relevance: Active Strategies in Forced Migration Research
	ODESSA GONZALEZ BENSON
	FRANCIS TOM TEMPROSA
	SURA SHLEBAH
	Negotiating Humanitarian Aid at Europe’s Borders: Lessons from Lesvos
	Refugee Integration in South Africa and the Challenges of International Protection Laws
	Extraterritorial Application of Non-Refoulement: Triggering the Prohibition on the High Seas
	Refugee Issues in Southeast Asia: Narrowing the Gaps between Theory, Policy, and Reality
	Informal Solidarity Networks with Asylum Seekers and Refugees: A Practitioner’s Perspective
	From DIY Simple to DNA Sample: Obstacles to Family Reunification for Afghan Children with Refugee Parents in Germany
	“Mud Feet” - Displacement and Prejudice After Environmental Disaster in Brazil
	Thinking Beyond Gendered Challenges: Experiences of a (Female) Aid Worker-Ethnographer in Jordan’s Refugee Camps
	Fragile Coexistence in Turkey: Addressing the Gaps in the Implementation of Refugee Integration Policies
	SALIH TOSUN
	ENES AYASLI

