REPORT: COVID-19 PANDEMIC COMPOUNDS CHALLENGES
FACING MENA RESEARCH

By Nermin Allam, Gail Buttorff and Marwa Shalaby

Researchers of Middle East and North African (MENA) politics have long faced considerable
ethical, methodological, and logistical challenges conducting fieldwork in the region. Scholars
encountered obstacles to access study sites and research subjects due to political instability, the
prevalent repressive practices of autocratic regimes, general mistrust in foreign researchers and
entities, and regimes’ arbitrary exercise of power coupled with linguist and cultural differences
(Clark and Cavatorta 2018).1 The shifting political landscape following the Arab uprisings in 2011
revived questions relating to the safety and security of conducting research in conflict and
politically sensitive contexts.? Recently, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has imposed an
additional layer of uncertainty and complexity on MENA research and researchers with the
enforcement of travel restrictions, freezing of research funds as well as the shift to remote data-
collection and research dissemination. These heightened uncertainties will have both short and
long-term negative impacts on MENA research and researchers as outlined in this short
contribution.

To better understand the adverse effects of the pandemic on scholars’ productivity and research
plans, we administered an online survey between May 26th and July 28th, 2020. The online survey
was shared with academics and researchers working at regional and international institutions
through academic listservs, personal networks, and various social media platforms. 3 More than
200 researchers and academics in the social sciences and humanities responded to the survey,
59% of whom identified as female. Almost three-quarters of respondents hold tenure-track
positions (assistant, associate, or full professor, or equivalent), with the vast majority working at
public (56%) or private (25%) research universities. Respondents worked at institutions in 32
countries in North and South America, Europe, Africa and the MENA.# Half of our respondents
carried out research on the MENA region (n=107). In addition to the survey data, we conducted
eleven qualitative interviews with international and regional scholars of Middle East politics to
further explore the challenges facing academics studying the MENA region.

Our data shed clear light on the adverse effects of the pandemic on scholars’ research productivity
and ability to conduct research worldwide. Yet, the results provide considerable evidence that
MENA researchers will have to deal with higher levels of uncertainty relating to conducting
research and fieldwork in the region compared to scholars studying less autocratic settings. The
first part of the memo highlights the short-term effects of the pandemics-mainly the shift to
remote modes of data-collection, inability to access research sites, and acquiring research
funding-on scholars’ ability to conduct research. The second part of the memo deals with the long-
term effect of the pandemic on MENA scholarship and publications as well as scholars’ careers. It
concludes with a discussion on the ethical and practical implication of the findings.
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The Adverse Effects of the Pandemic on MENA Research

The COVID-19 pandemic transformed the way we teach, work, and carry out research. For most
scholars conducting comparative work, the ability to travel for data collection is essential not only
for advancing their research agendas, but also for career advancement and promotion. Due to the
lockdowns, travel bans and restrictions, and social distancing measures, researchers were unable
to carry out fieldwork; others have indefinitely delayed their plans for data collection. The vast
majority (80%) of our survey respondents indicated that they had to change, cancel, or postpone
their summer research plans due to the pandemic. The ability to disseminate research and
network has also been disrupted. Early on in the pandemic many conferences were cancelled, and
many scheduled later in the summer and fall moved to virtual formats. Sixty-eight percent
reported conferences being cancelled and only 60% noted that conferences had moved to virtual
formats.

While the pandemic has negatively affected academics’ research and fieldwork plans, our survey
and qualitative interview data show evidence that MENA researchers are more likely to face
increased challenges. As shown in Figure 1, scholars with a MENA focus were more likely to
postpone travel for research (91%) and to postpone applying for funding that requires travel
(54%) compared to other regional experts. Only a third of MENA scholars were able to conduct
their fieldwork remotely (31%), and (46%) started new projects, including research related to
COVID-19 (30%). Finally, less than half of the respondents (49%) were able to resume their
research and secure access to previously collected data.

Figure 1. Effect of the Pandemic on Scholars’ Research Plans and Fieldwork
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As universities around the globe cut their budgets and freeze research spending, these cuts will
inevitably have an effect on scholars’ research agenda. Eighty eight percent of MENA scholars
reported that COVID-19 took a financial toll on their universities. Not surprisingly, then, the
majority of MENA scholars (84 percent) were ‘somewhat’ or ‘very concerned’ about the ability to
fund their research as a result of the pandemic.

Researchers based in MENA are in a further precarious position. Prior to the pandemic, resources
dedicated to research and knowledge dissemination were already scarce and limited in most
Middle East academic institutions.> For those scholars located at institutions in the region,
approximately 60% reported research funding had been frozen or decreased by departments and
universities, compared to 40% overall. As one of our respondents explained, “For scholars based
in the Middle East region, research and funding were already a challenge and with the effects of
COVID on universities, it will become even more challenging to be able to travel for conferences or
to get grants for research.” Researchers based in the MENA region might thus further fall behind in
their research plan as they require not only access to data but also access to resources to carry out
and disseminate their research.

Long-Term Effects of the Pandemic on MENA Research

Our survey respondents also expressed concerns over the long-term impact of the pandemic on
their careers as well as on the field at large. This anxiety stems from twin challenges related to
incertitude around resuming fieldwork as well as research funding. Eighty-eight percent of MENA
scholars believe that, going forward, scholars will increasingly rely on online data collection and
76% believe fewer publications will utilize primary sources (Figure 2). Thirty six percent thought
that funding and research priorities would shift toward COVID-19-related research. Less than one
percent of respondents believed that nothing will change.

Figure 2. Long-Term effects of Pandemic on MENA Research®
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In addition, researchers who conduct ethnographic studies and other qualitative data-collection
methods in the MENA region expressed concerns that field research will not only be “delayed” but
also “devalued,” since “big data” and “regression” based research may not necessarily face similar
challenges.” Such methodological divides will deepen, and as one respondent anticipated, it will
become one of “the most important divide[s]” in the field. This disparity will have long term
implications on scholars’ careers. As an associate professor explained, researchers relying on
qualitative data-collection are “really almost more like biologists who, you know, if they can't be in
their lab, they can't write and they can't publish because they can't work.”8 Junior scholars who
carry out qualitative work, one professor explained, will face at least “two, three years of
repercussions.” In sum, the pandemic will have long term effects not only on scholars’ research
agendas, plans, and careers, but also on the field of Middle East politics at large.

Autocratic Politics and Research Ethics amidst the Pandemic

Most MENA scholars in our survey anticipate increased reliance on online modes of data collection
(See Figure 2); however, the feasibility of these plans is still unclear. While online research
designs—such as interviewing subjects over web-based video apps—have been hailed as the
answer, they raise a number of serious ethical and practical concerns. Prior to the pandemic,
researchers spent countless hours in the field with their subjects and interlocutors to establish
networks of trust, appreciate the context, and ensure participants’ safety and privacy as well as
the ethical implementation of their research designs. This ability is almost non-existent in the new
pandemic reality. Given the authoritarian nature of politics in most parts of the region, MENA
researchers face security and ethical challenges associated with conducting fieldwork remotely. In
our open-ended questions (as part of the online survey) and during interviews, participants
unpacked some of the challenges associated with conducting online research in an authoritarian
context. Salient among these challenges are security issues surrounding the use of digital
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technologies, questions around access and inclusive research designs, and difficulties associated
with doing research on vulnerable and displaced populations.

Digital technologies in the MENA often become mediums for state surveillance and crackdowns,
raising concerns surrounding the security and safety of research subjects.l® Many autocratic
regimes are increasing their surveillance and control measures under the pretext of controlling
the spread of the virus.11 For example, a number of MENA governments launched contract tracing
applications to trace the spread of the virus. Notwithstanding the importance of these applications
for health measures, they can be abused by the regimes and used as tools for state surveillance in
the absence of adequate privacy laws.12 It is also unlikely that the regimes will relax their
enhanced control measures once the pandemic is under control given their patterns of
authoritarian consolidation.

Furthermore, researchers’ overreliance on remote data-collection poses serious accessibility
issues. Internet connectivity varies in accessibility and reliability across Middle Eastern societies,
relying on online research design can thus result in further excluding the voices of disadvantaged
research subjects who might not have access to internet and digital technology. In an online
survey carried out by Al-Fanar media in 2019, almost half of the surveyed MENA-based
researchers reported having unreliable internet connectivity.13

Finally, the challenge of online research design is further exacerbated for scholars who study
vulnerable and displaced populations. One professor studying sex trafficking in refugee camps
emphasized how it is impossible to secure “someone’s trust that we see in refugee camp in Jordan
to talk to me online about what happened...[i]t's not going to happen.”1* While digital
technologies provide one way to mitigate the effects of the pandemic on research, they pose
significant ethical and moral conundrums for MENA scholars.

To conclude, the outbreak of COVID pandemic created new barriers and exacerbated existing
challenges to scholars who research the MENA region. Regardless of whether scholars utilize
qualitative or quantitative methods, scholars of Middle East politics face distinct challenges. In the
new COVID reality, challenges to field research will affect the knowledge produced about the
region as well as scholars' careers and research agendas. Researchers based in MENA are in a
further precarious situation, as budget cuts to the already scarce research funds will have long
term effects on their research agendas.

At the same time, the global health crisis has opened possibilities for MENA scholars to explore
new avenues of research. According to our survey, 46% of scholars specializing in MENA report
starting new research projects and 30% of MENA scholars have started COVID-related research
projects. In addition, there is a real opportunity to build and/or strengthen institutional and
personal partnerships between Western and regional universities and scholars in a way that
magnifies the work and voices of scholars in the region.
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