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Abstract 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, humanitarian NGOs have instituted safety protocols intended to reduce the risk 
of spreading infection during services to refugees. But those protocols are not always followed, and how staff 
attribute refugee non-adherence reveals underlying power dynamics in humanitarian assistance which can shape 
how they approach improving adherence in order to enhance effective service provision to the refugees. Using 
the data from 1466 interviews conducted with 468 different NGO staff in Türkiye, Jordan, and Lebanon, this study 
exhibits how paternalistic rhetoric operated in humanitarianism during the initial stages of the pandemic. While 
staff attribute the non-adherence of refugees to essential refugee culture and sometimes “immoral” character, they 
attribute their own non-adherence to morally neutral situational factors. Some NGO staff even perceived the refu-
gees as incapable of complying with the safety protocols without assistance. While the literature on paternalism 
focuses on North/South power dynamics between service providers and refugees, our data show that these dynam-
ics also exist in South-South humanitarian interventions where both the service providers and the refugees are 
from the region and have similar cultural backgrounds.
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Introduction
In regions with large numbers of refugees, non-govern-
mental organizations (NGOs) frequently provide a range 
of humanitarian assistance that is critical for the well-
being of refugees. To provide services safely during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, those NGOs established certain 
safety protocols designed to mitigate the risk of spreading 
the SARS-CoV-2 virus, to which refugees and NGO staff 
alike are required to adhere. But when those COVID-19 

safety protocols are not followed, how the staff at NGOs 
attribute refugee non-adherence and explain their own 
and their staff colleagues’ non-adherence reveals much 
about the power differentials between the service provid-
ers and the service receivers in the humanitarian sector. 
Scholars such as Barnett (2017) argue that the rhetoric of 
paternalism is adopted more often by the humanitarian 
workers coming from the West to provide services in the 
so-called Third World, but we argue that paternalism is 
enacted by humanitarian workers from the Global South 
as well. This reveals how power differentials are deeply 
embedded in humanitarian work and how “refugee-ness” 
is (re)constituted through humanitarian assistance.

This paper examines the attributions humanitarian 
staff make about refugees’ non-adherence to COVID-19 
safety protocols in the Middle East where both the staff 
and the refugees are from the region and have similar 
cultural backgrounds. This paper is part of a larger study 
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designed to assess the barriers to reducing the spread 
of COVID-19 during humanitarian assistance. We con-
ducted a mixed-methods study with NGOs operating in 
Lebanon, Jordan, and Türkiye (three of the top refugee-
hosting countries globally) between June and September 
2020. In assessing barriers to better protocol adherence, 
we asked NGO staff what they saw as the most significant 
barriers, providing options for closed-ended and open-
ended responses; in this paper, we analyze the open-
ended responses. Many of the staff’s responses surprised 
us, while we expected staff to point to material limita-
tions such as insufficient space or informational barri-
ers like a lack of accurate knowledge, in the open-ended 
responses many staff attributed refugee non-adherence 
to aspects of refugees’ character or culture. Oftentimes, 
these attributions point out flaws in the characters or 
culture of the refugees that hindered their adherence to 
safety protocols.

Using the lens of attribution theory and a modified 
grounded theory method for analyzing the responses, we 
demonstrate how many humanitarian staff contributed 
to the construction of refugees as objects of humani-
tarian assistance, essentializing refugees as “bare life” 
(Agamben 1998) entities lacking the ability to follow 
safety protocols. By contrast, humanitarian staff position 
themselves as consistently able to follow safety proto-
cols, or when unable to follow protocols, they attribute it 
to circumstances that were out of their control. In other 
words, humanitarian staff “other” the refugees by differ-
entiating their character and culture from the refugees’ 
although the majority of the staff and the refugees came 
from a similar cultural background and were from the 
same region. In this way, humanitarian staff reconstruct 
paternalism in refugee assistance, reproducing unequal 
power dynamics even while providing services that argu-
ably support refugees. The attributions they ascribe to 
refugees receiving services could hint at the larger struc-
tural forces shaping narratives of refugeehood, the pater-
nalistic orientation of humanitarian assistance, and the 
macro-level stressors in the region impacting how assis-
tance workers perceive and respond to refugees. This 
study illustrates how even when humanitarian workers 
are similar to refugees, paternalism infuses the discourse 
of humanitarian workers. In our conclusion, we sug-
gest that paternalism may in fact be a default position 
(albeit not an essential one) in the ethos of humanitarian 
assistance.

To demonstrate our argument, we first discuss how 
essentialism and paternalism work in humanitarian assis-
tance. We then introduce attribution theory and how it 
is connected to essentialism in the ways that “the other” 
is perceived. This section is followed by the barriers to 
keeping refugees safe during the COVID-19 pandemic 

in humanitarian assistance. We introduce our methodol-
ogy before briefly presenting the quantitative results of 
the study and delving into qualitative findings. In the final 
section, we discuss the way in which these results reveal 
the embedded essentialism and paternalism in the Global 
South humanitarian assistance context which is mainly 
associated with the Global North humanitarianism pro-
viding services to the refugees from Global South.

Embedded essentialism and paternalism in humanitarian 
assistance
Harrell-Bond (1986) called for humanitarian actors to 
facilitate the agency of refugees rather than acting in the 
interests of refugees on their behalf. However, research 
on the humanitarian sector reveals the way that humani-
tarian NGOs enact power over refugees in paternalistic 
ways (Verdirame and Harrell-Bond 2005). Humanitarian 
assistance often de-emphasizes the agency of refugees, 
treating refugees as if they are detached from political 
belonging because they are not treated as political beings 
that have the capacity to belong to a polity. In this way, 
paternalism can lead to what Agamben (1998) called 
“bare life” and what Malkki (2002) later modified as “bare 
humanity.” Agamben described bare life as “the state of 
living dead; a life stripped of every social protection ren-
dering life subject to exercises of all kinds of violence and 
whose inclusion within the political order is limited to 
their exclusion from the political order” (p. 71). Humani-
tarian assistance that strips refugees of agency also 
excludes them from the political order socially, even if 
they resided physically in a geopolitical space that would 
otherwise give them access to political rights. Whether in 
camps or urban settlements, the care (and the control) of 
mass displacement operates in many ways which are part 
and parcel of well-established international technologies 
of power for the control of space and movement (Malkki 
2002). They reflect other familiar features of the mod-
ern socio-political landscape where the populations are 
transformed into the subjects of bare life by today’s “dem-
ocratico-capitalist projects” (Agamben 1998: 180), such 
as prisons, reception centers, and/or the ghettos located 
on the edges and oftentimes hearts of urban centers. In 
most cases, no extra physical structure is needed to limit 
the control and mobility. Through the policies and reg-
ulations of central and local state authorities (Darling 
2017) and the everyday interactions with the locals (Irgil 
2022), the refugees are surveilled, policed, and external-
ized from daily life. In other words, refugees find them-
selves as people who have now become a problematic 
social category of “bare humanity” (Malkki 2002: 356).

The root of this connection between humanitarian ref-
ugee assistance and the construction of refugees as bare 
life may in large part be due to the paternalistic nature 
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of humanitarianism itself. Dworkin (1972: 65) defines 
paternalism as “the interference with a person’s liberty 
of action justified by reasons referring exclusively to 
the welfare, good, happiness, needs, interests, or values 
of the person being coerced.” In a paternalistic relation-
ship where power inequality is manifested in the rules 
of reciprocity, the dominant party makes sure that they 
are the provider while the beneficiary is the receiver 
(Aycan 2006) lacking the ability of helping themselves 
and reciprocating (Goodell et  al. 1985). The provider/
receiver divide can emerge from white supremacy and 
equating successful development with whiteness (Benton 
2016). Power differentials can also emerge between inter-
national and national humanitarian staff, with national 
staff feeling that their training and experience are not 
respected while international staff’s education on local 
context further develops their own professional trajec-
tory (Roth 2012). International staff’s discomfort with 
these power inequalities itself led to paternalistic rela-
tionships, such as financially supporting national staff or 
suspecting national colleagues were stealing from them 
but dismissing their suspicions (Roth 2015).

Barnett (2012: 485) links paternalism and humanitarian 
governance and argues that “paternalism is an organizing 
principle of the international humanitarian order.” Pater-
nalism is institutionalized in humanitarian governance, 
which presumes that the objects of humanitarian gov-
ernance are incompetent or inferior with low autonomy 
and high dependency on more powerful individuals who 
have the right to intervene for a greater good (Barnett 
2012; Cohen 1985). Using Barnett and Duvall’s (2005) 
conceptualization of power within international relations 
to understand the agency of refugees, those providing 
assistance are able to influence the behavior of refugees 
through the act of assisting. They can influence refu-
gees’ behavior through direct (making compulsory some 
actions in order to receive assistance) and diffuse (institu-
tionalizing normative actions as part of service provision) 
relations.

Outside observers (humanitarian workers or others) 
can understand all refugees as consisting of bare life 
only if they attribute a lack of political being-ness as an 
essential part of their character. Essentialism relies on 
the immutability and fixedness of human nature (Roth-
bart and Taylor 1992). As Demoulin et  al. (2006) argue, 
although people are prone to essentialize others in a wide 
range of social categories, the content of that essential-
ization varies with the type of group and the degree of 
control that the group members have. When an observer 
perceives that group members as having little or no con-
trol over membership in the group, they are more likely 
to essentialize the characteristics of that group (Demou-
lin et al. 2006). As refugees have very little control over 

their membership in that group, they are very likely to 
be perceived by others as having an essential “refugeen-
ess” to their character. Thus, an observer making attribu-
tions to explain refugees’ behavior is likely to essentialize 
refugees.

Barnett (2017) argued that the rhetoric of paternalism 
is adopted more often by the humanitarian workers com-
ing from the West to provide services in the so-called 
Third World. His research revealed the racialized hierar-
chies and inequalities between humanitarian staff from 
international NGOs and staff working in local NGOs. 
Roth (2012) argued that the skills, knowledge, and capac-
ity of national humanitarian staff from the Global South 
are found less valuable and professional compared to 
their international counterparts from the Global North. 
Similarly, drawing on a 2-year work experience in Sierra 
Leone, Benton (2016) asserts that the expertise and local 
knowledge of African expatriate staff were undervalued, 
and they mostly were placed in translational or interme-
diary roles.

Given that our data come from NGO staff from the 
Global South, we can analyze the attributions of Global 
South/local NGO staff about the behaviors of Global 
South refugees. We argue that paternalistic humanitari-
anism is not limited to the Global North/Global South 
and/or International/Local context, but rather is embed-
ded in the ways that Global South/Local humanitarian 
staff explain refugees’ public health behavior. Drawing on 
attribution theory, we explore how certain kinds of attri-
butions essentialize refugees and indicate within-Global 
South paternalism operating in humanitarian assistance.

Attributions and perceptions of “the other”
Attribution theory (Heider 1944; Jones and Nisbett 1987) 
describes how individuals attribute the underlying causes 
of their own and other people’s behavior, and whether 
there are external (situational) or internal (dispositional) 
causes. Heider (1944) theorized how people make attri-
butions to explain events, writing, “when we have a disa-
greeable experience or an unpleasant one, we may locate 
its origin in another person, in ourselves, or in fate” (p. 
358). Heider (1944) proposed that attributions for the 
behaviors of others are most likely to be dispositional 
when the person belongs to a category of “other” (e.g., 
out-group member). In self-evaluations, a person is more 
likely to make a situational attribution with behaviors 
that have negative outcomes and dispositional attribu-
tions for behaviors that have positive outcomes. Heider 
(1944) called this the fundamental attribution error.

Jones and Nisbett (1987) built on Heider’s work by 
making the distinction between attributions of oth-
er’s behavior compared to attributions for one’s own 
behavior: “There is a pervasive tendency for actors 
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to attribute their actions to situational requirements, 
whereas observers tend to attribute the same actions 
to stable dispositions” (p. 80). People are more likely 
to attribute stable dispositions to others’ behavior 
when the others being observed are perceived by the 
observer as an outgroup member. Outgroup members 
are more likely to be seen as people with an “essential” 
character that causes their behavior. Thus, when a per-
son perceives someone else as an outgroup member or 
“the other”, that person is more likely to essentialize 
the outgroup member and attribute their behavior to 
essential characteristics (often characteristics consid-
ered to be flawed).

As Rothbart and Taylor (1992) assert, the core idea 
of psychological essentialism is that “people act as 
if things (e.g., objects) have essences or underlying 
natures that make them the thing they are. Yzerbyt 
et  al. (1998: 1092) describe essentialism as lay peo-
ple’s belief that, although group members may differ 
from one another at the surface level, group members 
very much resemble one another “deep inside.” In this 
sense, essentialism corresponds to the deepest, geno-
typic, level of group perception (Yzerbyt et  al. 1998). 
When people essentialize a particular group of refu-
gees, the refugees’ characteristics are constructed as 
both immutable and problematic, which justifies deny-
ing those refugees’ rights (including the right to enter 
a safe territory; Hanson-Easey et al. 2014).

Attribution theory is a useful tool for understand-
ing the process of “othering” between different groups. 
The attributions that humanitarian staff make about 
refugees’ behaviors can indicate an understanding of 
the difficult situation refugees are in (i.e., attribut-
ing non-adherence to crowded conditions or a lack of 
resources), but attributions can indicate NGO staff ’s 
feelings of paternalism towards refugees (i.e., attribut-
ing non-adherence to an inability to follow protocols) 
or their essentializing of refugees (i.e., attributing non-
adherence to refugees’ culture). When staff essentialize 
refugees, it indicates that they perceive refugees to be 
a separate group from themselves. Moreover, it reveals 
how much essentialism and paternalism are embed-
ded in humanitarian assistance when staff from a simi-
lar culture as the refugees use the refugees’ culture 
to explain undesirable behavior. In our data analysis, 
we discovered this pattern and found that attribution 
theory was well-suited to explain why the NGO staff 
ascribed dispositional factors to refugees’ behavior. 
Therefore, we use the lens of attribution theory to ana-
lyze how staff explain the barriers to public health pro-
tocol adherence during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Barriers to keeping refugees safe during the COVID‑19 
pandemic
Displaced populations globally have been dispropor-
tionately affected by the COVID-19 pandemic (World 
Health Organization 2020). The study countries, Jordan, 
Lebanon, and Türkiye, are among the top refugee-hosting 
countries in the world, hosting approximately 8 million 
refugees (Amnesty International 2019). Humanitarian 
NGOs in these countries provide various types of assis-
tance in refugee camps (both newer temporary camps 
and long-settled camps with permanent infrastructure) 
and cities. The refugees they serve are mostly Syrian or 
Palestinian refugees, with smaller numbers of Iraqis, 
Afghans, and refugees from other countries of origin in 
the region. During the COVID-19 pandemic, humani-
tarian NGOs responded to the crisis by instituting new 
protocols to mitigate the spread of COVID, obtaining 
personal protection equipment (PPE) such as face masks 
and shields for their staff and masks for the refugee ben-
eficiaries, additional hand hygiene supplies, and modified 
services to keep a 1.5 to 2.0-m distance between people 
whenever possible.

The data indicated that NGO staff observed refugees 
sometimes not complying with all COVID safety proto-
cols, and while not the focus of our study, some of the 
attributions that they made for refugee non-adherence 
surprised us. Most of the staff came from similar cultural 
backgrounds as the refugees, and yet, they attributed 
many negative dispositional causes of refugee’s non-
adherence. We argue that the attributions humanitar-
ian staff made about refugees’ health behaviors reflected 
the larger structural forces shaping narratives of refu-
geehood, the paternalistic orientation of humanitarian 
assistance, and the macro-level stressors in the region 
impacting how assistance workers perceive and respond 
to refugees in micro-level humanitarian assistance 
relations.

Previous research has demonstrated that the discur-
sive construction of refugee vulnerability shapes what 
kinds of assistance NGOs perceive that different refugee 
groups need and deserve (Sozer 2021; Witcher 2021) and 
that a focus on vulnerability can contribute to neglecting 
to develop a rights frame that provides greater long-term 
protection (Mencütek et  al. 2021). Thus, it is important 
to understand how humanitarian staff understand and 
explain refugee health behaviors during the COVID-19 
pandemic, as that could have material consequences for 
how staff support refugees’ public health behaviors and 
for viewing refugees as deserving of broader rights to 
protection, livelihoods, and permanent settlement.

In this paper, we analyze the way that humanitar-
ian NGO staff describe refugees’ adherence and non-
adherence to COVID safety protocols implemented by 
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the NGOs. This paper is part of a larger study designed 
to assess the barriers to COVID safety protocols in these 
settings. Our study team included humanitarian NGOs 
working in Türkiye, Jordan, and Lebanon. Representa-
tives of the NGOs were full partners in designing and 
implementing the study, and some representatives have 
also contributed to analyzing the data and publishing the 
results. Here, we focus on the attributions that staff make 
to explain why they think refugees do not always follow 
COVID safety protocols and compare that to how staff 
describe the reasons why they themselves do not always 
follow those same protocols. By making the connection 
between attributions and the discursive construction of 
refugeehood within humanitarian assistance, we hope to 
shed light on power dynamics in the humanitarian sector 
that might inhibit better support to refugees, including 
efforts to support their health against infectious disease.

Methods
This paper uses data collected from the staff at four 
humanitarian NGOs serving refugees in Lebanon, Tür-
kiye, and Jordan. Our study team included representa-
tives from each of the humanitarian NGOs working in 
these countries; representatives of the NGOs were full 
partners in designing and implementing the study, and 
some representatives also contributed to analyzing the 
data and publishing the results. The humanitarian NGOs 
were major contributors to the humanitarian apparatus 
in the region and were eager to have data that they could 
use to inform their work.

The authors are researchers with extensive experience 
working in and with refugee humanitarian organizations. 
Several authors are from and live in the research region 
and consult with or have been employed by the partici-
pating NGOs. The authors’ positionality informed our 
methodology, including data collection, analysis, and 
interpretation. At every stage of the research, we con-
vened as a core team (researchers and NGO representa-
tives) and extended team including the data collectors, 
on a biweekly basis, or more frequently when needed. 
These meetings served as a platform for us to reflect on 
the research process, revise our methodology and data 
collection materials, and improve our data analysis and 
interpretation. Additionally, these gatherings provided an 
opportunity to discuss the psychological and emotional 
well-being of team members, which could be influenced 
by significant events in the region, such as the Beirut 
explosion that happened in August 2020. With these 
efforts, we prioritized transparency and accountability 
within our team and sought to address and minimize any 
assumptions and limitations due to our individual posi-
tionality as research team/authors.

Each NGO had multiple service centers which were 
used to sample staff for interviews. The location of ser-
vice centers in Türkiye was in Konya (central Türkiye) 
and Reyhanli (southeastern Türkiye). The service centers 
in Jordan were three locations in the governorate of Irbid 
(northeastern Jordan). The service centers in Lebanon 
were dispersed throughout the country, with four loca-
tions in Beirut. All NGOs instituted safety protocols of 
mask-wearing, maintaining social distancing, and hand 
hygiene to mitigate the risk of infection spread during 
service provision to refugees. The majority of services 
sampled were medical services, one-on-one and group 
training, and psychological counseling but also included 
a wide variety of services such as education for children, 
food distribution, language instruction, and vocational 
activities such as sewing and embroidering products for 
sale. The interviews were conducted between July 20 
and September 15, 2020, with NGO staff who provided 
direct services to refugees, with the questions focusing 
on how well they, other staff, and the refugees receiving 
services practiced social distancing (keeping 2 m dis-
tance between each other), wore face masks, and washed 
or sanitized hands and surfaces before, during, and after 
services provided to refugees. Fifteen data collectors con-
ducted interviews, asking a series of closed-ended and 
open-ended questions to staff either in person, over the 
phone, or in a few cases through video conferencing. We 
selected staff for interviews based on the services they led 
(with an attempt to sample a range of services) and avail-
ability. Because we were interested in changes over time, 
some staff we interviewed more than once.

The data collectors asked questions about how fre-
quently safety protocols were followed based on a Likert-
type scale: all of the time, most of the time, some of the 
time, or very little of the time. The questions referred to 
the services that the staff provided either earlier that day 
or the previous day (depending upon what time the inter-
view was conducted). Staff were asked to reflect on how 
frequently refugees maintained social distancing, wore 
masks, washed their hands, and used hand sanitizer, 
how frequently staff followed these protocols around 
refugees and around other staff, and how frequently the 
interviewee personally followed these protocols. Table 1 
illustrates the number and percentage of the interviews 
conducted in each service location.

Staff were asked what they perceived to be the barriers 
to better protocol adherence with forced choice options 
and one “other—please specify” option that allowed 
staff to provide an open-ended response. In this paper, 
we focus on the open-ended responses to the questions 
about barriers to better protocol adherence.

Data collectors entered the interview responses into a 
Qualtrics database so that data monitoring could occur 
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in real time throughout the data collection period. They 
conducted 1466 interviews with 468 unique staff mem-
bers. All the data collectors were native Arabic speakers 
and conducted interviews in Arabic, which were trans-
lated into English by professional translators, with Ara-
bic/English bilingual team members verifying the quality 
of the translation. It is important to note that the staff 
included in this study were primarily Arabic speakers; 
even in the NGO service centers in Türkiye, the staff was 
70% Syrian and 30% Turkish. In Lebanon and Jordan, 
the NGO staff were almost entirely from those respec-
tive countries or were of Palestinian nationality and born 

in their current country of residence (and in some cases 
were born and raised in the refugee camp in which their 
NGO operated). Hence, almost all of the staff came from 
the same linguistic background as the refugees, and in 
many cases were of the same nationality, and most had 
very similar cultural backgrounds to the refugees.

We analyzed the data by employing a modified 
grounded theory approach, in which we started cod-
ing based on an existing framework but looked for other 
codes that emerged from the structured coding. The first 
round of coding was completed by three student research 
assistants (two undergraduate and one graduate), with a 
second round of coding completed by two faculty team 
members (one of whom is also an NGO representative). 
As we began to identify attributions in the data that 
surprised us, we focused on coding these attributions, 
coding attributions as either dispositional (describing 
essential characteristics of certain groups or individual 
shortcomings) vs. situational (describing factors exter-
nal to the individual). We also coded for statements that 
were paternalistic (describing people as unable to inde-
pendently act or make good choices without assistance) 
or statements that implied a moral judgment (such as 
“carelessness,” “recklessness,” or other terminology that 
attributed non-adherence to a lack of concern or con-
sideration for others) which were often embedded in the 
attributions. Some of these are described in Table 2.

Results
Quantitative data: a snapshot of non‑adherence to safety 
protocols
When NGO staff were asked about their adherence to 
the safety protocols, staff reported that they were better 
than refugees at following safety protocols of maintaining 

Table 1  Number and percentage of interviews conducted in 
each service location

Country Name of the 
organization

Service location # of 
Interviews 
(percentage)

Jordan Altkaful Charity Associa-
tion

Al Noaimah 84 (5.7%)

Al Ramtha 80 (5.5%)

Sahl Horan 65 (4.4%)

Lebanon Amel Association El Ain 90 (6.1%)

Kamed el Loz 110 (7.5%)

Bourj el Barajneh 132 (9.0%)

Haret Hreik 71 (4.8%)

Bazourieh 149 (10.2%)

Beit Atfal Assumoud Bourj el Barajneh 234 (16.0%)

Shatila 230 (15.7%)

Bourj el Shemali 119 (8.1%)

Nahrelbared 43 (2.9%)

Turkey Safa for Development Konya 47 (3.2%)

Reyhanli 12 (0.82 %)

Table 2  Dispositional and situational factors extracted from the data

Dispositional factors loaded with moral judgments Situational factors with no moral reference

Attributed to refugees • Lack of understanding/knowledge
• Culture (essentialism)
• Ignorance (not taking the pandemic and safety protocols 
seriously)
• Carelessness
• Recklessness

• Limited space
• Financial incapability
• Hot weather
• Lack of facilities
• Discomfort (of mask-wearing and smell of sanitizer)

Attributed to staff • Forgetting
• Limited space
• Preoccupied with work
• Work stress
• Lack of organizational safety protocols
• Hot weather
• Type/nature of the service (medical services)
• Refugee groups served (children elderly, benefi-
ciaries with disabilities)
• Lack of facilities
• Discomfort (of mask-wearing and smell of sanitizer)
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physical distancing and mask-wearing (see Fig.  1) and 
hand hygiene (see Fig. 2).

When NGO staff were asked about the reasons for 
refugees’ non-adherence to all three types of protocols 
with closed-ended options, the most common attribu-
tion was lack of knowledge (which we categorized as a 
dispositional factor). The lack of knowledge responses 
are significantly higher among the refugees compared to 
the NGO workers (see Fig. 3). Conversely, when asked to 
identify barriers to other staff following protocols, they 
were more likely to cite the situational factors such as the 
need for proximity during services for social distancing 
violations (38%), and the weather/workspace being too 
hot (32%) for mask wearing.

If staff selected the “other” response for why COVID 
protocols were not followed, they had the option to 
reply with an open-ended answer. We analyzed 4359 
units of responses given to the open-ended questions. 
Those responses provide additional insights into how 
they understand their own and refugees’ non-adher-
ence. Therefore, this following section is dedicated 
to the analysis of the open-ended responses to why 
COVID protocols were not followed (either by refu-
gees, other staff, or themselves), how these attributions 
can be categorized as either dispositional and situ-
ational, and how manifest in the hinted paternalism in 
the humanitarian organization that is rooted in the idea 
of bare life. Ignorance, carelessness, and recklessness of 

Fig. 1  Percentage of adherence to safety protocols perceived by the staff

Fig. 2  Percentage of the adherence to safety protocols “all the time” as perceived by the staff
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the refugees that are essentially associated with the cul-
ture of refugees by the NGO staff are the main concepts 
on which we focus.

Qualitative data: dissecting dispositional and situational 
factors
The interplay between bare life and cultural essentialism
The concept of refugeehood is built on the erasure of 
the agency of the refugees (Agamben 1998; Agier 2002) 
where refugees are primarily seen as the objects of 
the humanitarian apparatus that need to be processed 
(Malkki 2002). When asked to explain refugees’ non-
adherence to the safety protocols, staff most often used 
dispositional factors, many of which included moral 
judgments. We defined “moral judgments” as statements 
that explicitly or implicitly attributed non-adherence to 
a failure to consider the well-being of oneself or others. 
The moral judgments made by NGO staff about refu-
gees often refer to refugee’s culture, especially by putting 
emphasis on the way the refugees live, their customs, and 
habits (i.e., hand hygiene, gestures, how they behave to 
the elderly people and children, community gatherings). 
According to some NGO staff, the culture of the refu-
gees (such as the way they greeted each other which vio-
lated social distancing) was the underlying causes of their 
non-adherence, and often staff used the term “culture” 
to explain refugees’ lack of knowledge, making it clear 
that the attribution was dispositional. Table 2 illustrates 
the dispositional and situational factors derived induc-
tively from the research based on Heider’s (1944) con-
ceptualization. We categorized factors associated with 

individuals’ or groups’ characteristics as dispositional 
and factors associated with external factors as situational.

We like to describe our decision-making process when 
determining whether a factor is situational or disposi-
tional. Making these decisions are particularly challeng-
ing when assessing reasoning such as “forgetting,” “being 
preoccupied with work,” and “discomfort in wearing 
masks.” Initially, these factors seem dispositional, as they 
appear to stem from internal causes. However, the way 
the staff presents these reasons leads us to think that they 
are situational. For instance, when staff claim that their 
non-adherence to safety protocols was due to forgetting, 
they emphasized how preoccupied they are with work. 
In these cases, they describe their non-adherence as a 
result of external factors heavily influencing their inter-
nal decision-making ability. In other words, they believe 
that they forget because they have to remember a lot of 
work-related things, which is different from being inher-
ently forgetful/forgetful person. The staff’s claims lack an 
internal locus of control regarding their non-adherence.

On the other hand, when the staff state that refugees do 
not adhere to the safety protocols because of forgetting 
(to wear a mask, keep a physical distance, and maintain 
hand hygiene), they mostly attribute it to the refugees’ 
personalities implying that these decisions are entirely 
the refugees’ responsibility. Additionally, they are often 
accompanied by other dispositional factors, such as care-
lessness, recklessness, and ignorance. Basically, when we 
look at the context of the quotes, we see that the staff sees 
refugees as they have shortcomings either as individuals 
or as a group.

Fig. 3  Percentage of the “lack of knowledge” response as the barrier to non-adherence
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Some explanations that NGO workers used expressed 
a perception of refugees as a uniform group who live in 
bare life existence, and at times were quite harsh in their 
assessments of refugees’ behavior. For example, one NGO 
worker in Lebanon said, “barbarian life in the camp is the 
important part of why they don’t follow the rules. They 
don’t even wash their hands before eating.” Frequently 
NGO staff cited culture and customs as the reasons for 
non-adherence to safety protocols. For instance, NGO 
staff in Lebanon attributed the non-adherence of the 
refugees to “the Eastern style of life with being together 
in groups and visiting relatives. Despite their interaction 
in awareness sessions, they don’t believe in the existence 
of COVID-19.” Another said, “beneficiaries do not wash 
their hands or use disinfectants in normal life and won’t 
use them during the corona crisis.”

Similar references to the lifestyle of the refugees are 
shared many times by the NGO staff as reasons for non-
adherence to safety protocols. An NGO staff in Lebanon 
links the lack of knowledge with the lifestyle of the refu-
gees: Likewise, another NGO staff working in Türkiye 
links the culture of refugees to non-adherence: “In our 
work, it is very hard to deal with refugees, there is a lack 
of awareness and education among refugees in Konya 
and this is related to the area that they came from. Over-
crowding occurs during distribution, so we distribute 
relief supplies to the refugees’ homes.” Others described 
individual lack of concern, such as this NGO worker in 
Lebanon who simply said, “they do not care about per-
sonal hygiene.”

Staff did not always use negative descriptions when 
they attributed refugees’ non-adherence to their culture. 
They sometimes described cultural norms as generally 
positive but admitted that those norms made adher-
ence difficult. For example, an NGO worker in Jordan 
said: “social customs make maintaining physical distance 
hard, especially with the elderly. They do not realize the 
importance of physical distance and they feel that you 
do not like them if you ask them to keep their distance 
from you.” Another worker in Türkiye told us, “it is hard 
to accept not being touched, no handshakes and no 
exchanging kisses for refugees [because they are] loving 
people.”

The NGO staff frequently attach moral judgments to 
their explanations of why refugees do not adhere to safety 
protocols. Their moral judgments assign value (often-
times negative and sometimes positive that causes nega-
tive adherence outcomes) to refugees’ culture, frequently 
blaming that culture for refugees’ unwillingness to follow 
protocols. In contradiction, situational factors that are 
mostly stripped from moral judgments such as forgetting, 
being preoccupied with work, limitations of the space, 

the nature of the work, and work fatigue are cited by the 
NGO staff for explaining their own non-adherence.

NGO staff frequently attributed their non-adherence to 
situational factors related to the conditions of their work, 
as this NGO worker in Lebanon did: “as a service pro-
vider with work pressure, no distance can be left due to 
the space limitation and large numbers of beneficiaries.” 
The most frequent conditions were fatigue from work-
ing for long hours in stressful settings, limitations of the 
physical space in which they worked, the requirement 
to be close to refugees in order to provide services, and 
removing their masks during services when refugees did 
not understand what the staff were saying. For maintain-
ing hand hygiene, staff cited situational factors such as 
the lack of nearby hand hygiene facilities as the reasons 
why they did not always wash their hands consistently, 
using hand sanitizer instead. The lack of time for washing 
hands between the consequent activities made maintain-
ing hand hygiene difficult, as illustrated by an NGO staff 
in Lebanon: “work pressure and preoccupation with pro-
viding services may create an obstacle to frequent use of 
washing facilities, but this is replaced by the use of steri-
lizers.” We found no staff who attributed their own or 
other staff’s non-adherence to dispositional factors.

Manifestation of institutional paternalism: “I must help 
them, otherwise they fail”
Among the attributions that included dispositional fac-
tors, some staff expressed feelings of paternalism towards 
refugees. Most of the NGO staff responses noted that the 
refugees do not adhere to the protocols on their own and 
that they needed supervision or monitoring in the wait-
ing areas of the organizations’ service provision units/
offices/camps and during the service provision. As one 
example, an NGO staff in Lebanon said, “we ask refu-
gees, during the awareness sessions, to keep maintaining 
distances, but by the way of their lives, they tolerate the 
issue of maintaining a physical distance.” Another staff 
person said, “some people have masks, but they do not 
wear them until we ask them to wear them.” Other similar 
statements of NGO workers were, “I force them to always 
wear masks,” “[we] force them to wash their hands,” and 
“we required beneficiaries to disinfect their hands before 
entering the center.”

Additionally, numerous staff described refugees as 
being particularly susceptible to virus skepticism and 
misinformation that are interrelated with perceived lack 
of knowledge, as in the following statements of NGO 
workers in Jordan and Lebanon respectively: “For visi-
tors and some beneficiaries, they don’t commit to wear-
ing masks unless you ask them to, and I think it’s because 
they don’t understand the importance of wearing masks, 
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and some of them are not convinced that the Coronavi-
rus exists, and if it exists, it’s not dangerous for them.” 
“They think they are immune, they do not think the virus 
exists. They have been through wars so this will not kill 
them. They are running away from reality.”

These statements illustrate how refugees were per-
ceived as non-agentic beings who are not able to make 
protective decisions by themselves. In the humanitarian 
assistance structure, they were positioned as bare life 
objects that need to be protected by the humanitarian 
assistance staff that perpetuate the essentialization of ref-
ugees. These rhetoric captures how humanitarian assis-
tance staff essentialize the non-adherence to the culture 
and being of the refugees and generalize the behaviors. 
Refugees were seen as static and homogeneous groups 
who were in need to be protected, taught, and dictated by 
the humanitarian staff as the agents of inherently pater-
nalistic humanitarian governance system. In that way, the 
ethos of humanitarian assistance put barriers between 
the staff and the refugees and hindered the effective ser-
vice provision. These examples exhibit how macro-level 
paternalism that shapes the humanitarian governance 
globally manifests in the micro examples from the South-
South forced migration context in the initial phase of the 
pandemic.

Conclusion
Barnett (2017) argued that the rhetoric of paternalism is 
adopted more often by the humanitarian workers coming 
from the West to provide services in the so-called Third 
World. However, this study sheds light on how the pater-
nalistic rhetoric in humanitarian governance can mani-
fest even when both the NGO staff and refugees originate 
in the same region. All of the staff working at the NGOs 
in our study were from the Middle East region and share 
similar geographical, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds 
and characteristics with the refugees. Although many of 
the NGO staff were not culturally distant from the refu-
gees, their rhetoric about refugee non-adherence still 
implies an “othering” of refugees. Staff positioned their 
non-adherence as being due to external circumstances 
that are out of their control, while the refugees’ non-
adherence as essential to their culture and the uniform 
idea of refugeehood that portrays the refugees as hav-
ing insufficient agencies to make public health decisions. 
This reproduction of paternalistic rhetoric reconstructs 
the unequal power between the humanitarian aid pro-
vider and the refugees as humanitarian aid receivers.

Humanitarianism incorporates within it an idea of “ref-
ugeeness” in which refugees are positioned as helpless 
bodies in need who live on the edges of bare humanity 
(Malkki 2002) either with no agency or limited capacity of 
using their agency when making choices. Humanitarian 

intervention perpetuates the idea of those in need and 
those who have the resources to provide support through 
paternalistic relationships (Barnett 2012). This current 
study demonstrates that the way NGO staff explain refu-
gee’s non-adherence to the safety protocols reproduces 
paternalism in humanitarian interventions via three sig-
nificant sets of findings. First, NGO staff created clear 
in- and out-group distinctions in how they explained ref-
ugee’s and their own non-adherence to safety protocols. 
Second, in those in- and out-group distinctions, NGO 
staff essentialize refugees’ culture and make attributions 
about refugee behaviors that are imbued with moral 
judgments. Third, portraying themselves as the caregiv-
ers of the refugees, NGO workers describe refugees in 
paternalistic terms, at times suggesting that the refugees 
need staff assistance to make good decisions about their 
health during a pandemic. Paternalism does not operate 
solely in humanitarian assistance relationships between 
international staff and refugees, or between international 
and local actors. Rather, the condition of “refugeeness” 
turns the individual into an essentialized affected popu-
lation and object of humanitarian assistance even if the 
staff and refugees share similar cultural backgrounds and 
histories.

The NGO workers described the non-adherence of 
refugees to safety protocols with essentialized dispo-
sitional (internal) factors loaded with moral judgments 
and references to the essence of the refugees as if they 
were a uniform group while describing their and the 
other NGO workers’ non-adherence with situational 
(external) factors. The former includes references to 
ignorance, lack of understanding/knowledge, careless-
ness, and recklessness of the refugees that staff often 
associated with the culture of the refugees. Staff attrib-
ute their own non-adherence, on the other hand, to for-
getting, being preoccupied with work, work stress, lack 
of organizational safety protocols, the nature of the cer-
tain services that prevent adherence to the safety proto-
cols, and lack of hygiene facilities and sufficient space in 
the service locations for establishing hand hygiene and 
practicing social distancing.

The quantitative results demonstrate that staff are more 
inclined to wear masks and maintain social distancing 
around refugees and are less likely to follow these when 
around staff colleagues. The better adherence to safety 
protocols for humanitarian staff when around refu-
gees might be the considered as paternalistic too, as the 
institutional safety protocols should be implied for eve-
ryone, including the cases when staff is around another 
staff. Being more inclined to adhere to safety protocols 
when around refugees rather than when around other 
staff might be the consequence of institutionalized 
paternalism.
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It is important to note that we do not aim to place 
blame on individual NGO staff for the paternalism 
embedded in their language around protocol adherence, 
nor do we intend to make organizational-level inferences 
from these data. Instead, through the perceptions of the 
NGO staff, we aim to demonstrate the broader culture in 
humanitarian assistance in which power operates. Hor 
(2022) argues that humanitarian work itself leads to a 
desire “to distance oneself from the anxiety of being an 
outsider oneself” (p.22). Hor (2022) identifies this anxiety 
as a struggle for international aid workers, but it might 
also describe the experience of local humanitarian work-
ers who are in many ways similar to the beneficiaries 
they serve, except that they themselves are not in need 
of services. But being so similar in nationality, language, 
or culture to people who are refugees and are struggling 
to meet basic needs, the humanitarian NGO staff in our 
study may have eased their anxieties about their own vul-
nerability by seeing refugees and very different people 
with cultures that were inconsistent with sound public 
health behavior.

Additionally, this study does not claim to capture the 
degree to which refugees actually behave in response to 
COVID safety protocols. Rather, it describes how NGO 
staff’s perceptions of refugees’ behavior are embedded in 
a larger system of power and paternalism in humanitar-
ian assistance, which limits the staff’s understanding of 
barriers that refugees face in following protocols. This is 
important not just for determining better ways to imple-
ment safety protocols during humanitarian assistance, it 
can also help humanitarian actors and leaders in refu-
gee communities to ensure better compliance with vac-
cinations. As vaccines become more widely available in 
refugee-hosting countries, ensuring that refugees have 
not just access but willingness to take vaccines will be 
critical for protecting their health and the health of their 
host communities. As part of the larger study, we intend 
to examine COVID skepticism and resistance to protocol 
adherence among refugees with the intention of inform-
ing interventions to ameliorate vaccine hesitancy.
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