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Identity in transition: an interpretative
phenomenological analysis of international
humanitarian workers’ experiences of
returning home
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Abstract

This interpretative phenomenological analysis explores aid workers’ understanding of identity and belonging
through the transition from working in humanitarian aid to returning home. Semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 10 participants who had returned to the UK after working in recently founded non-governmental
organisations in Northern France between 2016 and 2019. Analysis of interview data identified four superordinate
themes: (1) shared humanitarian identity, (2) limits and borders, (3) holding on to humanitarian identity and (4)
redefining belonging and identity. Aid workers’ belonging in humanitarian work settings is rooted in shared moral
values and being able to fulfil a clearly defined role. Upon returning, aid workers struggled to reintegrate,
manifesting as denial of having left humanitarian work, re-creation of the social setting and moral demarcation.
Participants formed a new sense of belonging through redefining their social in-group. The study sheds light on a
previously unexplored area of research, specifically characterised through the closeness of the international
humanitarian setting and participants’ homes. Findings suggest organisations can assist aid workers’ re-entry by
supporting professional distance in the field, and through opportunities that allow to sustain moral values post-
mission. Future research should focus on the role of peer support in the re-entry process and the re-entry
experiences of aid workers returning from comparable settings further afield (e.g. Greece).
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Introduction
The situation in Northern France
With more displaced individuals coming to and across
European borders in recent years, inadequate provision
of housing and resources have led to the establishment
of makeshift camps (Davies et al. 2017; UNHCR 2018).
The border region of Northern France has become a
focal point for such sites, where displaced individuals are
supported by humanitarian workers (Davies et al. 2017;
MSF 2016a). This research focuses on the identity of

these workers through the transition from working in
humanitarian aid to returning home.
Although camps, often referred to as ‘Jungles’, have

existed in Northern France since the late 1990s, their
populations dramatically increased after 2014, as more
displaced individuals have attempted to reach the UK or
await the outcome of asylum processes in France (Dhesi
et al. 2018; McGee and Pelham 2018; Sanyal 2017). In
response, the French and British governments deployed
high numbers of police and reinforced border security
(Joint Ministerial Declaration 2015). French authorities
refuse to recognise sites as official refugee camps, avoid-
ing an obligation to provide support in accordance with
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees’
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(UNHCR) guidelines, and limiting access for govern-
mental aid organisations (Agier et al. 2019; Dhesi et al.
2018; McGee and Pelham 2018; MSF 2016b).
Humanitarian needs in Northern France include lack

of shelter, limited access to water, poor sanitary condi-
tions, medical issues and lack of provision for separated
and unaccompanied minors (MSF 2016a; 2016b;
OHCHR 2017, 2018; UNHCR 2016). The situation is
further characterised by criminalisation and disruption
of aid provision, and reports of violence at the hands of
French authorities (Agier et al. 2019; Amnesty Inter-
national 2019; Human Rights Watch 2017; McGee and
Pelham 2018). Other challenges are the presence of
smuggling networks and violence (Agier et al. 2019; Joint
Ministerial Declaration 2015; Sandri 2018).
To address these needs, and the absence of govern-

mental support, non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) provide humanitarian assistance. Well-
established NGOs, including Médecins Sans Frontières
(MSF) and the French Red Cross, work alongside organi-
sations founded in response to the situation (Dhesi et al.
2018; McGee and Pelham 2018). The latter are often still
in their infancy and operate with little organisational
protocol and training, setting their work structures apart
from those of more established organisations (Agier
et al. 2019; Sandri 2018).
Aid in Northern France is mostly provided on a volun-

tary basis, by individuals untrained in humanitarian
work, as is common in humanitarian NGOs (Reis and
Bernath 2016; Sandri 2018). Though the majority of vol-
unteers are providing aid relatively close to their home
country (UK), they are acting as international humani-
tarian workers (Agier et al. 2019; Sandri 2018). Their
work includes providing access to food and water, cloth-
ing, sanitary supplies and shelter, as well as support for
children, unaccompanied minors and women (McGee
and Pelham 2018; Sandri 2018). Living in Northern
France for extended periods of time, their experiences
are also shaped by ‘sociality’ (Sandri 2018, p. 67), the
creation of new social spaces, where community and
friendships are formed (Agier et al. 2019).

Challenges experienced by humanitarian workers
Research identifies a lack of resources, long working
hours in stressful, high-pressure environments and ex-
posure to traumatic events (primary and vicarious) as
challenges which can impact aid workers’ mental and
physical health—leading to anxiety, depression and post-
traumatic stress disorder (Ehrenreich and Elliott 2004;
Jachens et al. 2018, 2019; McCormack et al. 2009; Stroh-
meier and Scholte 2015). The majority of humanitarian
work is carried out away from aid workers’ homes and
support networks (Ehrenreich and Elliott 2004; Eriksson
et al. 2009; Jachens et al. 2019; Snelling 2018;

Wartenweiler and Eiroa-Orosa 2016). Thus, many
workers experience social isolation, despite being part of
a community of co-workers (Jachens et al. 2018, 2019;
McCormack and Joseph 2013).
Aid workers operate in a complex social setting during

missions, where boundaries between work and personal
life dissolve due to factors including shared living spaces
with colleagues, lack of privacy and flexible working
hours (Hunt 2010; Jachens et al. 2018, 2019; McCor-
mack et al. 2009). Returning from humanitarian work
commonly includes difficulties with social reintegration,
disorientation and withdrawal (McCormack and Joseph
2013; McCormack et al. 2009; Snelling 2018).

Theoretical framework
A seminal approach for understanding the experiences
of social belonging in the re-entry process of humanitar-
ian workers can be social identity theory (SIT) (Tajfel
1978, 1982; Tajfel and Turner 1979; Turner 1975;
Turner and Brown 1978). SIT provides a framework for
understanding the identity and belonging experienced by
individuals as part of groups of people. Two socio-
cognitive processes are thought to underlie the forma-
tion of social identity: categorisation and self-
enhancement (Tajfel 1982). Categorisation is the cogni-
tive function that organises a person’s social environ-
ment, assigning individuals to social groups and
according attributes. Self-enhancement is the striving of
individuals to maintain or enhance their self-esteem, in-
cluding through the superiority of their group (in-group)
over other groups (out-groups) (Tajfel 1982). Belonging
to a group is thus descriptive of a member’s self-
concept, prescriptive of the according behaviour and also
evaluative, in that it encourages comparison to out-
groups (Hogg et al. 1995).
Turner further developed aspects of SIT in self-

categorisation theory (SCT), which elaborates on the
process of categorisation and postulates that similarities
with the in-group, and differences with the out-group,
are accentuated in the formation of group-identity
(Turner and Reynolds 2012). Here, people are de-
personalised: they take on the group’s identity prototype,
are perceived and act as members of the group, leading
to group cohesion, shared attitudes, beliefs, norms and
behaviour (Hogg et al. 1995). Notably, group-identity is
not fixed, but dynamic in response to the social context
and which groups are salient (Turner et al. 1994; Turner
and Reynolds 2012).
Applied to the lived experience of humanitarian

workers, SIT and SCT suggest that aid workers belong
to the social category of ‘humanitarian worker’, and that
this category will be entered, enhanced and salient in the
context of humanitarian aid. However, in the process of
re-entry, humanitarian workers will be confronted with a
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loss of the in-group. This implies that re-entry is likely
to affect aid workers’ identity and self-concept, including
attitudes, behaviour, beliefs and norms.

Research on re-entry from humanitarian work
Only a fraction of the literature on humanitarian work
focuses on aid workers’ re-entry process (Hearns and
Deeny 2007), with quantitative research addressing men-
tal health (Eriksson et al. 2001) and organisational sup-
port (Ehrenreich and Elliott 2004). Much work is
qualitative, reflecting the diverse and individual nature
of aid workers’ experiences (Hunt 2008). Research iden-
tifies aid workers’ moral identity—comprised of moral
values and the willingness to take losses to their personal
lives to realise these—as the main motivator in under-
taking assignments (Fechter 2012; Hunt 2008; McCor-
mack and Bamforth 2019). Whilst aid workers aim to
realise their values in the work, it is a morally complex
environment, where expectations of what one can
achieve often fail to match reality under financial, organ-
isational and policy constraints (Chouliaraki 2013; Hunt
2008, 2010). When aid workers are unable to relieve suf-
fering or save lives, this leads to issues around their
identity as humanitarian workers (Hunt 2008, 2010).
Here, failure to actualise values may inhibit fulfilment of
the group’s identity prototype and self-enhancement
through comparison to out-groups.
For aid workers in McCormack and Joseph’s (2013) re-

search, values pre-mission could not be aligned with the
lived experience of humanitarian work. Confronted with
losing parts of their former identity, participants with-
drew from family and community. Research with Chris-
tian humanitarian workers identified equivalent moral
and social challenges upon re-entry (Selby et al. 2009;
Wartenweiler and Eiroa-Orosa 2016). However, aid
workers were able to overcome feelings of social isola-
tion and loss by redefining their identity (McCormack
and Joseph 2013; Wartenweiler and Eiroa-Orosa 2016).
Here, adjusting their belief and value systems allowed
aid workers to bring pre- and post-mission identities
into harmony, experience a reparation of self and move
forward in their lives. Thus, humanitarian workers were
understood to undertake a ‘social journey from belong-
ing to re-orientation’ (Wartenweiler and Eiroa-Orosa
2016, p. 180).
Altruistic identity disruption (AID) is a construct de-

scribing the re-entry process, characterised by ‘interre-
lated feelings of isolation, doubt and self-blame’
(McCormack et al. 2016, p. 2). Experiencing AID, hu-
manitarian workers struggle to reintegrate socially and
question their identity as aid workers (McCormack and
Joseph 2012; McCormack et al. 2016). The experience of
isolation encourages them to draw on peer support and
return to the field swiftly, re-entering a social setting

with others who share their experiences (McCormack
et al. 2009). Aid work is described as a ‘bubble’ (Snelling
2018, p. 11), an addictive setting to return to (McCor-
mack et al. 2009; Snelling 2018). Relationships with
other aid workers are experienced as satisfying, whilst
‘people outside the group don’t understand’ (aid worker,
cited in McCormack et al. 2009, p. 113).

The puzzle of identity in transition
This research explores the lived experience of aid
workers who have returned to the UK after providing as-
sistance in Northern France, focussing on their under-
standing of group membership and identity in the
process of leaving humanitarian work and returning
home. The literature on re-entry from aid work is frag-
mented (Hearns and Deeny 2007; Szkudlarek 2010), and
future work should aim to incorporate ‘psychological,
cultural and socio-political aspects of re-entry’ (Szku-
dlarek 2010, p. 12). Furthermore, research is needed to
capture the current and highly diverse experiences of
humanitarian workers (Eriksson et al. 2001; Hunt 2008).
With re-entry being a major challenge, this research has
real-life relevance in generating a better understanding
of humanitarian workers’ lived experience, needed to
provide adequate support (Hunt 2008; McCormack et al.
2009; Wartenweiler and Eiroa-Orosa 2016). Researching
the experiences of those providing humanitarian assist-
ance in Northern France is of particular relevance as it is
a recent, on-going situation, with few studies to date.
Existing research is mostly anthropological in nature,
tends to cover the ‘Calais Jungle’, not the situation
across Northern France, and focuses on the period until
October 2016. Furthermore, it is a distinct humanitarian
work setting: The majority of aid workers are young,
without prior experience in humanitarian work, and
whilst acting as international humanitarian workers, they
operate relatively close to home (UK) (McGee and Pel-
ham 2018; Sandri 2018).
This research builds on the lived experience of 10 indi-

viduals who provided humanitarian assistance with re-
cently founded NGOs in Northern France between July
2016 and May 2019. The study is explorative in nature,
aiming to provide a platform for individual aid-workers’
sense-making and form an understanding of their expe-
riences sensitive to their socio-cultural reality.

Method
Interpretative phenomenological analysis
The study is carried out following the guidelines of in-
terpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), a qualita-
tive research method used to capture and understand
how people make sense of their lived experience (Smith
et al. 2009). IPA’s roots lie in phenomenological philoso-
phy, which understands phenomena of the world as not
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accessible directly, but only through lived experience
(‘Erfahrung’) (Husserl 1913, 1970). However, as experi-
ence takes place in the context of ‘meaning and value
(…), needs, interests, (...) and so on’ (Edie 1987, p. 19),
one needs to step outside these attitudes to understand
objects in their own right (Smith et al. 2009). Husserl
(1913) suggests that this becomes possible through the
method of ‘epoché’—or bracketing—which refers to put-
ting aside one’s knowledge, prejudices and taken-for-
granted ideas about the world to allow actual perception
of the world to take place. Through this process of re-
duction, the essential qualities and meaning of an object
can emerge, which transcend the particular and make it
accessible in a general way (Smith et al. 2009).
Heidegger further developed phenomenology by taking

an existential turn, rejecting the idea of ‘epoché’, and in-
stead recognising an individual, interpretative stance or
viewpoint as the necessary condition for knowledge and
the creation of meaning (Smith et al. 2009). Heidegger
recognised the observer of experience as part of the
world, and their way of seeing and understanding the
world as shaped by it (Langdridge 2007). Hence, experi-
ence cannot be merely described, but must be inter-
preted within its context (Smith et al. 2009). This is the
reason interpretative phenomenology is also referred to
as hermeneutic—concerned with the uncovering of
knowledge through interpretation (Heidegger 1977).
Building on these concepts, Smith (1996) developed

IPA to research the lived experience of individuals and
how they make sense of it. The focus of IPA is on the
particular and detail, not the generalisation of findings,
making it idiographic in nature (Smith and Osborn
2013). This distinguishes this qualitative method from
the objectives of quantitative research; samples are small
and purposive (Smith et al. 2009). As IPA recognises any
understanding of another person as necessarily inter-
pretative, it utilises a double hermeneutic where ‘the re-
searcher is trying to make sense of the participants
trying to make sense of their world’ (Smith and Osborn
2013, p. 26).

Rationale for methodological choice
As this research aims to explore and understand aid
workers’ experiences of identity and belonging in the
process of leaving humanitarian aid and returning home,
it is congruent with a phenomenological perspective.
IPA is appropriate for researching complex, or previ-
ously unexplored phenomena and is insightful for expe-
riences that have affected or changed people’s lives
(Smith 1996; Smith and Osborn 2013). For instance, IPA
has been recognised as a useful method in research on
personal and cultural identity (Reid et al. 2005). In the
present study, IPA was used instead of descriptive phe-
nomenological analysis, as an interpretative approach

allows insights into how participants make sense of their
experiences of belonging and identity (Lopez and Willis
2004). As IPA is particularly sensitive to the context of
participants’ meaning making (Lopez and Willis 2004), it
allows understanding of the process of leaving the hu-
manitarian setting and returning to the UK. Lastly, IPA
emphasises expert knowledge as a useful starting point
for enquiry into a subject area (Lopez and Willis 2004)
and is thus congruent with the lead researcher’s subject
position.

Data collection and participants
Ten semi-structured face-to-face interviews (in person
(n = 5) or using video call (n = 5) where travel was not
possible for participants) took place between January
and June 2019. The research was advertised through a
UK-based network for those currently and formerly ac-
tive in humanitarian work in Northern France. Partici-
pants were required to (1) be adults aged 18 years or
above, (2) be fluent in English, (3) have worked in hu-
manitarian aid in Northern France and (4) have returned
to the UK within the last 18 months and for a minimum
of 1 month. Ten participants—five male, four female,
one non-binary—met the inclusion criteria; their names
have been replaced by pseudonyms to preserve confiden-
tiality; all had worked with recently established NGOs
(Table 1).

Procedure
The semi-structured interview schedule included nine
questions, with flexible follow-ups and prompts. Funnel-
ling was used to encourage participants to make sense of
their experiences (Langdridge 2007; Smith and Osborn
2013). This interview technique moves from broad ques-
tions, aiding participants’ memory recall, towards more
specific questions in areas of particular interest (Noon
2018; Smith and Osborn 2013). Interviews lasted be-
tween 27 and 89 min (mean = 58.8) and were voice-
recorded. Each interview was transcribed after data col-
lection and before proceeding with subsequent inter-
views, as suggested by Smith et al. (2009). The lead
researcher transcribed data verbatim after two rounds of
initial listening. The stages of analysis follow Smith et al.
(2009, pp. 79–107):
(1) The researcher read the transcript once whilst lis-

tening to the audio recording and then re-read it numer-
ous times, to enter the world of the participant. (2) After
the second reading, the researcher began to note initial
exploratory thoughts and comments throughout the
transcript, going line by line. These included descriptive
comments, such as noting the participant’s key phrases
and words, comments on the use of language, and con-
ceptual comments and questions arising from the tran-
script. (3) The researcher then shifted the focus on these
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initial notes, working in chunks to understand what was
of importance in each part of the transcript, condensing
these aspects into a short phrase, referred to as a subor-
dinate theme. (4) Thereafter, the researcher mapped
connections between themes to capture a participant’s
sense-making. This process included clustering related
themes and finding a short phrase that describes them
as an overarching, superordinate theme. The relationship
between themes, their contextual elements, function and
frequency was also examined. (5) The researcher then
repeated all previous stages with each subsequent tran-
script, remaining open to the individual sense-making of
each participant. (6) Finally, the researcher looked for
connections and differences across all cases, and devel-
oped a table of themes.
The analysis of data (stages 2–5) and decision of final

themes (stage 6) involved robust discussions between
both researchers, with the second author taking a super-
visory role. Throughout the stages of analysis, themes
were re-checked against the data by both authors to pre-
vent the analysis from shifting into the researchers’
world (Smith 1996). Theory was only used explicitly
after the final table of themes had been developed.

Reflexivity
In line with the interpretative phenomenological ap-
proach of the research, the researchers acknowledge
their impact on the study. In order to be transparent as
to how personal experiences and dispositions may have
affected the research, a reflexive journal following Lang-
dridge (2007) was kept.
The lead researcher has experience of working in hu-

manitarian aid in Northern France; her interest in the
phenomenon of returning home led her to pursue this
study. Seven participants were familiar with the lead re-
searcher through this setting, and all were aware she had
worked in Northern France. The lead researcher per-
ceived no hierarchy between herself and participants, as

neither work in the setting anymore and previously did
so at an equal status. Participants perceived the re-
searcher as an insider, apparent through the use of in-
sider language. Familiarity with the situation likely made
the interview process less intrusive, given that the lived
experience was described as difficult to speak about to
outsiders. The personal connection to humanitarian
work gave credibility to the researcher’s intentions and
allowed access to the participants. This is relevant as
participants’ work in Northern France has encountered
negative media attention and has at times been crimina-
lised (Amnesty International 2019; Human Rights Watch
2017).
Whilst IPA recognises the role the researcher plays in

co-creating knowledge (Langdridge 2007; Smith and Os-
born 2013), this comes with the danger of misinterpret-
ing data. The lead researcher understands that her
subject position may influence the analysis by uninten-
tionally shifting sense-making towards her personal ex-
periences or expectations. The second author has no
experience of working in humanitarian aid in Northern
France. Throughout the analysis, both researchers en-
gaged closely and sensitively with the data and partici-
pants’ individual life contexts to stay true to their sense-
making (Larkin et al. 2006; Reid et al. 2005).

Analysis
Analytical overview
The analysis found four superordinate themes, and asso-
ciated subordinate themes, as detailed in Table 2.
Themes were chosen on the basis of being particularly

prevalent or emphasised in participants’ accounts, being
striking, novel or relating to each other in noteworthy
ways. They were identified in the accounts of five to
eight participants, with the exception of themes 2b
(three accounts) and 3c (four accounts). Interpretations
are supported by data extracts, selected to represent
themes. In the quotations that follow, square brackets

Table 1 Participants

Pseudonym Age
range

Months spent working in humanitarian
aid (range)

Months spent in the UK after returning from Northern France (at
point of interview)

Anna 21–25 6–10 12

Ben 21–25 11–15 1.5

Charlie 21–25 6–10 10

Daniel 26–30 16–20 18

Jess 31–35 11–15 7

Katy 21–25 1–5 2

Martin 26–30 16–20 2

Paul 36–40 11–15 7

Sarah 21–25 1–5 12

Tom 21–25 11–15 9
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indicate non-verbal language, dashes indicate words left
unfinished by participants, ellipses indicate where non-
relevant material has been omitted and words within el-
lipses indicate where content has been replaced for ano-
nymity, or added for clarification.

Superordinate theme 1: shared humanitarian identity
This superordinate theme captures the identity and be-
longing experienced whilst working in humanitarian aid.
Participants understood the intersection of shared values
and having a clearly defined role as creating, sustaining
and enhancing their belonging in humanitarian work,
leading to a shared humanitarian identity. The subordin-
ate themes are (a) moral values drive humanitarian ac-
tion and (b) having a role and being good at it.

Subordinate theme 1a: moral values drive humanitarian
action
Participants reflected on their moral values as the driv-
ing factor that led them to work in Northern France, a
setting where these values could be put into action:

I feel like I’m meant for something else (…) living a
life, ahem, in which I, yeah, I contribute to the
world, and, and my part (…) I’ve always felt that be-
ing purposeful is what kind of guides me and drives
me (…) I really, I really couldn’t imagine me doing
any other roles, where, where I’m not trying to sup-
port or help other people. So I think that is, it’s a
value (Jess: 155–182)

Jess’s account invokes an idea of destiny, highlighting
to help others as an essential aspect of her identity. She
understands it as her ‘part’, suggesting that there is a
specific role for her to take and fill, which indicates that
to realise her sense of self she needs to do this kind of
work. Being in a setting with other aid workers who like-
wise strive to put values into action created strong in-
group cohesion:

I think there is something hugely to be said as well,
when you’re working with a lot of people, both from
Calais and Dunkirk, who share, you know, there’s

that assumed base-rate of shared values (…) and
you immediately feel a sense of belonging (Katy:
162–169)

Interestingly, Katy uses the word ‘base-rate’ to describe
the values those working in humanitarian aid are as-
sumed to share, suggesting a benchmark that is expected
of aid workers. Passing the standard creates immediate
belonging, which arises as these values form an essential
part of the humanitarian identity. Helping or supporting
others and responding to a humanitarian need were
identified as core values across interviews, defining the
shared identity prototype that aid workers acted—and
were expected to act—upon. Interestingly, participants
reflected on their values as setting them apart from
others providing assistance to the same group of aid
beneficiaries, e.g. local emergency services, which sug-
gests the importance of an underlying humanitarian mo-
tivation, in addition to wanting to help others.

Subordinate theme 1b: having a role and being good at it
This theme describes the importance of having a clearly
defined place and responsibilities in humanitarian work,
and filling that role successfully, to create belonging. Ben
comments on being able to use his personality and skills
in a valuable way:

It definitely made me feel like I had a purpose and a
job to do, and actually like having confidence in
yourself to be able to do that job well was very im-
portant in the whole belonging thing, so like, eh, go-
ing out and leading distributions, and making
friends, and talking to people, that’s, like I’ve always
been a very sociable person, and this was like a time
that I could put that to use in a situation that actu-
ally felt like it was doing something positive, instead
of just talking to people over a bar, or something
like that (Ben: 281–292)

Ben’s account suggests that through working in hu-
manitarian aid, who he understands himself to be and
what he needed to do aligned, with his identity fitting
the humanitarian role. He reflects on ‘confidence’,

Table 2 Overview of themes

Superordinate theme Associated subordinate themes

1. Shared humanitarian identity a.Moral values drive humanitarian action
b.Having a role and being good at it

2. Limits and borders a.Going to the limit
b.Crossing the border

3. Holding on to humanitarian identity a.Denial
b.Re-creation of the social setting
c.Moral superiority

4. Redefining belonging and identity –

Wersig and Wilson-Smith Journal of International Humanitarian Action             (2021) 6:5 Page 6 of 15



suggesting that he received positive feedback on his role
execution from peers. Remarking on the positive mean-
ing of his work in Northern France, Ben contrasts his
experience of humanitarian with non-humanitarian work
settings. Daniel remarks:

Everybody (…) trusted each other, and expected
each other to make the right decisions (Daniel: 49–
52)

The importance Daniel places on expectations and
trust in belonging to the group of humanitarian
workers suggests that the work allowed aid workers
to re-affirm and receive positive feedback on their be-
longing, enhancing their shared identity as humanitar-
ian workers. Likewise, it implies there are wrong
decisions, and that people who would make them
would not belong.

Superordinate theme 2: limits and borders
This superordinate theme discusses what led partici-
pants to leave Northern France and return to the UK, as
well as the experience of passing the border. Subordinate
themes are (a) going to the limit and (b) crossing the
border.

Subordinate theme 2a: going to the limit
Participants understood the continuous challenges expe-
rienced in their work, eventually reaching a point where
they felt they had done everything they could and had
nothing more to contribute, as leading them to leave
Northern France:

And I hit that breaking point in me, was exhausted.
(…) I think it was, just not meant to be here any-
more. Ahem, I’ve done as much as I can. Eh, I’ve
given as much as I can. I don’t have anything left to
give. I think that was the big thing. I got nothing left
to give. I’ve literally emptied myself and given every-
thing I have. And now there’s nothing left. (Jess:
258–284)

Jess vividly describes reaching a ‘breaking point’ and
not being able to go on, suggesting an internal struggle
between her values and humanitarian motivations, and
the feeling of burnout she invokes. Strikingly, she recalls
feeling herself not ‘meant to be’ in the humanitarian aid
setting anymore, which stands in direct contrast to the
calling she felt to work in Northern France. Jess empha-
sises the idea of having ‘emptied’ herself, which suggests
that with not being able to continue the work, and real-
ise her role of helping others, there is a loss of her pur-
pose and part of who she understands herself to be. Katy
reflects:

You’re, you’re basically a foot solider on the ground,
and it’s just ‘Okay, we need your fresh energy, we
need everything you got’, and then you give every-
thing, and then you just leave. (Katy: 256–260)

Using the analogy of ‘a foot solider’ to describe her ex-
periences, Katy invokes the idea of battle, capturing the
relentless, on-going and overwhelming challenges she
faced in humanitarian work, described as part of her
interview. It further suggests she felt like she was doing
hard front-line work, whilst having no power over decid-
ing what she did or the greater picture. This is particu-
larly interesting as participants reflected on the often
improvised nature of their work, with organisations pro-
viding few indications of future directions. Katy’s em-
phasis on the work as being more important than her
and losing her place once she could no longer contrib-
ute, links in well with other accounts. Participants’ re-
flections on belonging suggest merely holding values is
not enough to identify as humanitarian workers, but that
values need to be realised through humanitarian action.
Across interviews, participants reflected on the process

of leaving their work with recently established NGOs.
There were little to no organisational structures in place
to support their return to the UK, with debriefing only
taking place for few participants. There was a strong em-
phasis on wanting to focus on the work itself, and partic-
ipants expressed their own reluctance to engage with
preparations for their return (e.g. unwillingness to set a
leaving date, not booking travel, making no preparations
for their arrival in the UK).

Subordinate theme 2b: crossing the border
Leaving Northern France and crossing the border to the
UK carried symbolic value for participants, as in their
work they supported displaced individuals who were
attempting to cross the border legally or illegally. The
symbolic nature of the border is captured by image-rich
descriptions of the crossing of the border:

Passing back through that border as well was quite
a [Pause], probably like the most visceral feeling I
felt, and I almost, I couldn’t, and I like had that
weird hallucination where I like looked at the
border, and it felt like it was just dripped all over
with blood. (Katy: 310–315)

Katy’s description of the border passage suggests that
she experienced a deep-seated, physical, intuitive reac-
tion to being in the border-space. Her use of the word
‘hallucination’, which goes beyond imagination or
thought, highlights the strength of her experience. Katy’s
description further suggests a strong association of the
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border with the struggle, injuries and loss of life of dis-
placed individuals, which aid workers in Northern France
encounter. The border may also be a symbolic representa-
tion of French and British border policy, which shapes the
border space of Northern France, with dripped blood
representing the hurt the border causes. Crossing the
border takes a central role in the personal journey of par-
ticipants, as it represents them leaving humanitarian work,
where they experienced belonging and shared identity. En-
tering separate lives in the UK, an identity border is
crossed; thus, other identities will be activated and may
be(come) more salient for participants.

Superordinate theme 3: holding on to humanitarian
identity
This superordinate theme discusses participants’ experi-
ences after returning to the UK, shaped by trying to hold
on to the belonging and identity they had experienced in
humanitarian work and struggling to reintegrate into their
former lives in the UK. The subordinate themes are (a) de-
nial, (b) re-creation of the social setting and (c) moral
superiority.

Subordinate theme 3a: denial
This subordinate theme captures participants not fully
processing that they returned to the UK permanently,
instead feeling they were visiting:

I arrived in the UK, but it all felt quite like a blur,
like I was on holiday (…) part of me always thought
like “Oh, I’m just gonna go back and, back to my
normal life, which is continuously working, and that
warehouse, and distributing aid”. (Charlie: 776–794)

Charlie’s account suggests it was difficult to make
sense of the experience of returning home and it may
have felt confusing and overwhelming. The compari-
son to a ‘holiday’ represents how it felt temporary,
not having accepted or processed that they had really
left humanitarian work. The life in Northern France
is described as their ‘normal life’, suggesting humani-
tarian work had become Charlie’s daily reality, re-
placing their former normal life in the UK,
highlighting the fluid nature of identity. Charlie’s re-
action upon returning indicates the humanitarian
identity is most salient.

Subordinate theme 3b: re-creation of the social setting
In response to the loss of the humanitarian work setting,
participants re-created the social setting by drawing
strongly on peer-support from others who have returned
to the UK. Martin reflects on spending his time upon
returning with former co-workers:

Being, staying at theirs (…) made me not feel as iso-
lated (…) I was pretty much with them the whole
time, except when they were going to work, and
even then, I would sometimes be at their work, but
that’s basically Calais, really [Laughs]. (Martin: 693–
699)

Martin’s description highlights his heavy reliance on
being around his former co-workers to not feel ‘as iso-
lated’ upon returning home. This implies he experienced
social isolation and a lack of belonging upon returning.
Martin jokingly compares being around his former co-
workers as being ‘basically Calais’, suggesting he is aware
he is re-creating the social belonging he experienced in
humanitarian work. Anna similarly reflects:

I’d probably like to live, like, with some people from
Calais. (…) I want to live in like a flat with like six
people in it [Laughs], so like the caravan (in Calais).
(Anna: 526–534)

Anna wants to re-create her experience of the shared
living space with other workers in humanitarian aid, in-
dicating her longing for the social setting she left behind.
Her laughter may intend to show she is aware that want-
ing things to be like in Calais may appear strange. These
accounts capture participants’ struggle to hold on to
their humanitarian identity by trying to maintain belong-
ing with a now physically distant group.

Subordinate theme 3c: moral superiority
Upon returning to the UK, participants experienced feel-
ings of moral separation between themselves and others,
who had not been active in humanitarian aid:

I just like felt really like mean, I just felt like morally
superior, I just felt like I was looking at people, like
“Why (…) are you not doing anything?”. (Anna:
273–278)

Anna’s description of herself is akin to an observer,
which indicates her search for similarities and dissimilar-
ities between herself and those around her in the UK.
Anna suggests a distance between her own values and
the values and actions of those she encounters upon
returning home. The feeling of superiority indicates
Anna perceived her own values as right. However, she
describes feeling ‘mean’, which implies she perceived
herself as judgmental. Anna appears to express a strug-
gle between different identities. These are her former
self, which may have made similar choices, thus feeling
bad about her judgment, and her humanitarian identity,
the salience of which enhanced the importance of moral
values and actions.

Wersig and Wilson-Smith Journal of International Humanitarian Action             (2021) 6:5 Page 8 of 15



Superordinate theme 4: redefining belonging and identity
The final superordinate theme discusses participants’
processes of moving forward in their lives in the UK,
which was possible through redefining their belonging
and identity, adjusting their actions and choices. For
Paul, this meant amending his expectations about work:

I’m gonna have to make some kind of like conces-
sions I suppose, if that’s the right word, to, to how
things are. (Paul: 951–954)

Whilst he expressed a strong identification with the
non-corporate environment of Calais, Paul recognised
the need to reintegrate into work life in the UK. The use
of ‘concessions’ implies having to give up on some ex-
pectations, values or wishes in order to move forward.
Crucially, as upholding these elements defined his social
group in Northern-France, this can be understood as a
challenging transition into a previously devalued group.
Daniel reflects on trying to engage with what is mean-
ingful to him outside of work:

To get this feeling of like value back (…) you do all
the other stuff that you feel makes you a person,
outside of that, like squeezing it all in, like doing so-
cial stuff, volunteering (Daniel: 451–455)

For Daniel, doing ‘social stuff, volunteering’ seems a
take a similar role to the humanitarian work he was
doing in Northern France—allowing him to realise his
idea of who he is. ‘Squeezing it all in’ illustrates Daniel’s
attempt to bring different, possibly conflicting parts of
his life together. Thus, it seems Daniel is entering an
identity that allows him to bridge the gap between his
humanitarian belonging and life in the UK. Importantly,
for Daniel and other participants, simply going back to
their old life did not suffice to sustain the values realised
in the humanitarian setting—they appear intricately tied
to humanitarian action. Charlie found new belonging
through working with local organisations supporting
asylum-seekers:

Doing that has helped me feel like I belong here,
cos I don’t feel like I, I have left it behind fully, but
that I’m able to have a life outside it (…) that has
been a way in which I felt like I can help, but with-
out giving up things. (…) I feel like I can do other
things that I love doing. (Charlie: 914–936)

Charlie describes finding belonging and living their
values by supporting UK-based asylum-seekers upon
returning home. Working with people that share lived
experience with, and include, former aid beneficiaries
from Northern France, Charlie is able to build a

connection between their humanitarian identity and
their life in the UK. Charlie’s account suggests an on-
going identification with their humanitarian peer-group,
which they may have extended to include the social set-
ting of their new work with asylum-seekers. Yet, the use
of ‘a life outside’ indicates that Charlie does belong to
more than one social group. Living in the UK, Charlie
appears to realise different parts of their social identity
and to bring together their diverse lived experience.

Discussion
This research explores aid workers’ lived experiences of
belonging and identity, and how these are understood in
the transition from humanitarian work to returning
home. It focuses on UK-based humanitarian workers,
who were active with recently established NGOs in
Northern France. The analysis identifies four super-
ordinate themes, exploring how aid workers make sense
of their identity and the social journey from belonging in
humanitarian aid, through the challenges of re-entry, to
redefined belonging and identity (Fig. 1). Participants do
not believe they have reached the end of their identity
transition; they reflect on their identity development as
on-going. The developed themes follow the chrono-
logical timeline of aid workers’ lived experience, as well
as representing the stages of their physical journey from
Northern France to the UK; they are discussed in turn
below.
Working in humanitarian aid, participants experienced

a strong sense of belonging with peers, captured in the
first superordinate theme (1) ‘shared humanitarian iden-
tity’. They made sense of this belonging through shared
moral values, and successfully filling a defined role as an
aid worker. The first subordinate theme (1a) ‘moral
values drive humanitarian action’ aligns with studies on

Fig. 1 Humanitarian workers’ understanding of belonging and
identity in the transition from humanitarian work to returning home
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the role of moral values in humanitarian work (Fechter
2012; Hunt 2008, 2010; McCormack and Bamforth
2019). Research understands aid work as a way to inte-
grate personal values and work, allowing humanitarian
workers to realise their identity by being active in hu-
manitarian aid.
Participants of the present study suggested that there

is a minimum standard of values expected of aid
workers, fulfilment of which constituted a shared group
identity. This suggests a socio-cognitive process of cat-
egorisation, dividing people into in- and out-groups. The
moral values participants discussed were broad categor-
ies (helping others, responding to humanitarian needs).
This focus on general, humanitarian characteristics, in-
stead of personal background or other features of their
peers, suggests these values are accentuated in humani-
tarian work, enhancing in-group identity. These pro-
cesses map well onto SIT and SCT (Hogg and Terry
2000; Hogg et al. 1995; Tajfel 1982; Tajfel and Turner
1979), with aid workers’ fulfilment of the group’s moral
value prototype creating belonging.
The second subordinate theme (1b) ‘having a role and

being good at it’ expresses participants’ successful fulfil-
ment of their roles and how they understood this as cre-
ating belonging. With NGOs in Northern France
providing a diverse range of assistance, participants were
able to find a place where they felt useful—often outside
their educational or professional background. Here, they
received confirmation of their successful role fulfilment
from peers, enhancing their belonging with the in-group.
This contrasts with experiences of humanitarian

workers who, unlike participants in the current study,
provide health and medical assistance (Hunt 2008, 2010;
McCormack and Joseph 2013). They reflect on frustra-
tion and regret, as well as self-doubt regarding their abil-
ity to contribute. Underlying this difference may be the
nature of the work; participants of these studies entered
humanitarian work with specific workplace and role ex-
pectations due to their professional background and
training. These often failed to match working conditions
and responsibilities in the field. Interestingly, research
suggests role clarity and performance play an essential
part in the retention of humanitarian workers (Dubey
et al. 2016). The current findings raise the question
whether social belonging may be a mediating factor in
the relationship between role clarity/performance and
retention. With retention being a major challenge faced
by NGOs (Korff et al. 2015), the current study also raises
the question whether retention may differ according to
the (professional) role expectations workers hold when
entering humanitarian work.
Having contributed as much as they felt able to, par-

ticipants reflected on no longer having a place in hu-
manitarian work and leaving Northern France, captured

in the superordinate theme (2) ‘limits and borders’. The
experiences discussed in the first subordinate theme,
(2a) ‘going to the limit’, demonstrate how participants
ceased to fulfil the in-group’s identity prototype, driving
them to leave. Participants’ accounts highlight the im-
portance of putting values in action for their belonging
as humanitarian workers, suggesting participants’ self-
concept and belonging to the in-group are challenged
when they can no longer take humanitarian action, as
they cease to fulfil the group’s identity prototype. Having
reached a ‘breaking point’, participants described a simi-
lar struggle to that identified by Hunt’s (2008, 2010) re-
search, wherein workers, when unable to perform their
role identities, e.g. relieve suffering or save lives, found
their identity as humanitarian workers challenged. Con-
trasting with the current study, this was not directly re-
lated to leaving the field, but understood as one of the
many challenges faced in humanitarian work. This dif-
ference could be related to professional background;
whilst Hunt’s (2008, 2010) research focuses on health
professionals, for the majority of participants in the
present study prior professional training did not match
their work in Northern France.
Across accounts, participants reflected on an absence

of organisational structures that would have prepared
them for leaving the humanitarian work setting; instead,
most participants left abruptly, unprepared for their re-
turn to the UK. Participants made sense of their lack of
preparation as wanting to focus on their work. Belonging
with the humanitarian in-group depended on being able
to take humanitarian action. Thus, avoiding preparing
for their return home may also have allowed participants
to sustain belonging with the humanitarian in-group.
Physically leaving Northern France involved (2b)

‘crossing the border’, the second subordinate theme. Par-
ticipants’ experiences are similar to those in McCormack
and Joseph’s (2013) research, which described aid
workers’ physical journeys as the crossing point into
their former lives, including its social context. However,
with border policies shaping the nature of the humani-
tarian work in Northern France, the border becomes a
physical representation of participants’ experiences in
aid work. Here, image-rich descriptions of the border
crossing indicate the meaning it takes in the socio-
political context of participants’ lived experience. The
situation is closer to their homes than other inter-
national humanitarian settings tend to be, politically (i.e.
with the involvement of the UK government in border
policy), physically (i.e. journey time) and culturally. This
may explain why previous research does not address
international aid workers’ return journeys in-depth; the
passing of physical space has a different significance
within the current context. Research on social identity
and representations of the physical world suggests
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identity threats alter how individuals perceive physical
distances (Xiao and van Bavel 2012). Applied to the
current study, this raises the question of whether the
threat to participants’ identity through loss of the hu-
manitarian in-group after leaving Northern France
shapes their perceptions of the border space.
Upon returning, participants sustained humanitarian

belonging by (3) ‘holding on to (their) humanitarian
identity’, the third superordinate theme. (3a) ‘Denial’, the
first subordinate theme, describes participants’ confusion
and feeling they had only temporarily returned to the
UK, with Northern France understood as their ‘normal
life’. Here, denying they had left the humanitarian work
setting for good, participants were able to hold on to
their in-group. Whilst previous research addresses the
swift return to the field, this is considered in regard to
the social isolation experienced upon re-entry (McCor-
mack and Joseph 2013; McCormack et al. 2009). To the
researchers’ knowledge, there are no accounts of denial
in the literature. A potential explanation for this differ-
ence may be the roles filled in Northern France. As aid
workers here operate mainly outside their educational or
professional background, they may have kept fewer pro-
fessional boundaries in their roles compared to health
and medical professionals, who are aiming to maintain
their professional identity whilst working in humanitar-
ian settings (Hunt 2008). Furthermore, working for re-
cently founded organisations that operate with few
protocols on how specific work is to be carried out (e.g.
development and maintenance of professional boundar-
ies with beneficiaries), aid workers’ personal lives and
work may have converged more strongly than in other
settings, increasing the salience of their humanitarian
identity.
Aid workers expressed their values, i.e. helping or sup-

porting others and responding to humanitarian needs, as
an integral part of their identity. Volunteering can
present individuals with an opportunity for identity for-
mation and the expression of values (Grönlund 2011).
The importance of moral values to humanitarian
workers’ identity increases with time spent in aid work
(Reimer et al. 2012). Denial has been recognised as a
coping mechanism in challenging circumstances to avoid
distress and minimise psychosocial costs (Boyraz et al.
2016; Friedrichs 2014; Vos and de Haes 2007). This sug-
gests the salience of their humanitarian identity, and it
being threatened due to loss of the in-group, may have
led workers to engage in denial about their return.
Struggling with a threatened identity, participants

aimed to sustain in-group belonging by (3b) ‘re-creation
of the social setting’, the second subordinate theme.
Interestingly, this appears to contrast aid workers’ inabil-
ity to fulfil the group’s identity prototype discussed in
‘going to the limit’, where belonging seemingly depends

on the ability to take humanitarian action. This suggests
outside the aid work setting the identity prototype of the
humanitarian group changes, now enabling participants
to sustain their belonging with the group. Here, being a
member of the in-group is no longer reliant on the abil-
ity to take humanitarian action. Rather, group member-
ship seems to consist of having returned to the UK
following humanitarian work. Participants understood
their re-creation of the social context of Northern
France as a way to address the isolation experienced
upon returning.
Whilst previous research considers the importance of

peer support in tackling social isolation upon re-entry
(McCormack et al. 2009), participants’ re-creation of the
humanitarian in-group is unique to the present research.
Whilst the causes are unclear, different sample charac-
teristics may contribute. A severe sense of social isola-
tion was experienced by aid workers in McCormack and
Joseph’s (2013) and McCormack et al.’s (2009) research.
Participants had a mean age of 53.3 years and worked
recurrently in humanitarian settings, returning home to
children, marriages and relationships between missions.
In contrast, the mean age for the present research is
about 27 years, an age category where identity is less
stable than at 50 years of age (Fadjukoff et al. 2016). Fur-
thermore, participants had not previously worked in hu-
manitarian aid and did not expect to return to the field
in the near future. Finally, none reflected on comparable
family and relationship commitments at home. Whilst
sample sizes are small and unrepresentative, the ques-
tion arises whether having a more fluid identity, less de-
fined commitments and responsibilities in the UK and
seeing humanitarian work as a unique experience led
participants to draw more strongly on the humanitarian
in-group upon their return.
The third subordinate theme (3c) ‘moral superiority’

discusses participants’ perception that their former in-
groups (i.e. their social groups in the UK) have become
their out-groups, defined by inferior moral values. This
may be an attempt to sustain their belonging to the hu-
manitarian in-group by accentuating similarities with the
in-group and dissimilarities with the out-group, as de-
scribed in SCT (Hogg and Terry 2000; Hogg et al. 1995).
Hogg et al. (1995) suggest the in-group should compare
favourably to the out-group to protect self-esteem,
which may explain the focus on moral values. Whilst
participants still share similarities with the out-group,
moral differences have become the focus, leading to out-
group categorisation. Moral values thus anchor partici-
pants to their humanitarian in-group.
The moral superiority experienced by participants

stands in a stark contrast to the moral doubt humanitar-
ian workers described as part of McCormack and
Joseph’s (2013) research. Here, upon re-entry, aid
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workers lost their self-respect, doubted their own moral-
ity and actions taken in humanitarian work. Providing
assistance in complex, extreme settings, including geno-
cide, they had been unable to save lives. Therefore, their
role fulfilment as humanitarian workers and their pre-
mission moral values were challenged. In contrast, par-
ticipants of the current research were largely able to pro-
vide assistance in a less extreme, yet still complex
setting. Thus, the nature of the humanitarian work may
account for differences between re-entry processes.
Additionally, in understanding moral demarcation, the

socio-political context of aid workers’ lives should be
considered. Participants in McCormack and Joseph’s
(2013) research reflected on colleagues, family and
friends outside the humanitarian setting as lacking
knowledge of the situations they worked in. Whilst the
study does not identify their home countries, places of
work suggest they worked far from home. Participants in
the current research worked comparatively close and ac-
cessible to their home country, in a context present in
media and politics. Thus, they may have been more
likely to expect humanitarian acts from their home so-
cial setting, which shared knowledge of the situation, the
lack thereof leading to feelings of moral superiority.
Finally, (4) ‘Redefining belonging and identity’, the

fourth superordinate theme, discusses how participants
move forward in their lives after returning. Aid workers’
need to redefine who they are and what group(s) they
identify with has been noted in previous research (Mc-
Cormack and Joseph 2013; McCormack et al. 2009;
Wartenweiler and Eiroa-Orosa 2016). However, what
this process looks like differs according to the particular
context. Participants in this study reflected on integrat-
ing moral values into their lives in the UK through
volunteering or work, activities which they can engage in
alongside other aspects of daily life. This allowed a
bridging of the gap between Northern France and their
present lives. Some appeared to belong to more than
one in-group, allowing them to accommodate different
parts of their identity, or to extend the humanitarian in-
group to include features of their lives in the UK. Others
found new in-groups that allowed space for their values,
showing similarities to returning Christian humanitarian
workers who entered social groups that confirmed their
new identities (Wartenweiler and Eiroa-Orosa 2016).
Overall, aid workers’ development of belonging upon re-
entry in this study reflects the dynamic responsiveness
of social identity to social context (Turner et al. 1994;
Turner and Reynolds 2012).
Whilst the continued integration of values plays an

important role in moving forward for aid workers in this
and previous research (McCormack and Joseph 2013;
McCormack et al. 2009), participants in this study were
not able to hold on to all values upon re-entry. Moving

forward necessitated letting go of some values and ex-
pectations, suggesting participants’ lives in the UK do
not provide enough opportunities to practice them. This
contrasts with McCormack and Bamforth’s (2019) re-
search with workers who assisted during the Ebola crisis
in Sierra Leone. They reconfirmed their values in hu-
manitarian work and were able to carry this identity
boost into their lives upon re-entry. The authors ac-
knowledge this is a unique finding and suggest strong
organisational support may have contributed to these
experiences of re-entry. However, considerations of the
context of aid workers’ lived experience suggest this ex-
planation may be reductionist. The humanitarian
workers in McCormack and Bamforth’s research worked
under strict safety protocols, separated from their envir-
onment, local people and peers through protective suits.
In contrast, participants in the present study lived in
close-knit communities of humanitarian workers in
Northern France, akin to the intimate social setting de-
scribed in other research (Hunt 2010; McCormack et al.
2009).
Sussman (2000) critiques SIT for failing to consider

the effect of long or on-going exposure to cross-cultural
settings on identity. She suggests a process of accommo-
dation and adaptation to the socio-cultural context indi-
viduals live and work in as underlying identity change.
Here, adaptation of aid workers’ identity to the humani-
tarian in-group and work setting disrupts re-entry into
former in-groups. Sussman’s model could explain differ-
ing success in maintaining moral values and identity
upon re-entry. As McCormack and Bamforth’s (2019)
research was characterised by physical separation, partic-
ipants were unlikely to undergo the same level of accom-
modation and adaptation. In comparison, participants in
the present research experienced a deep immersion in
the socio-cultural context, leading to a fracture of moral
identity upon re-entry.

Strengths and limitations
This research gives insights into aid workers’ lived expe-
riences of belonging and identity in the transition from
working in humanitarian aid to returning home. Build-
ing on the accounts of 10 participants, it was possible to
identify commonalities, whilst maintaining the idio-
graphic nature of the phenomenological approach (Reid
et al. 2005). Whilst participants were interviewed in sin-
gle sessions, which may be considered a limitation, data
gathered was rich and in-depth, with commonalities
across accounts. In line with the epistemological position
of this research, findings are not intended to and cannot
be generalised (Smith et al. 2009). The focus on individ-
ual lived experience implies traditional criteria for evalu-
ating research are unsuitable for assessing this study
(Smith et al. 2009). Thus, Yardley’s (2000) framework
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for evaluating qualitative research with sensitivity to its
aims and methods is used.
This research’s sensitivity to context is demonstrated

by the choice of an appropriate epistemological position
and methodology, engagement with a wide range of em-
pirical and theoretical literature and the analysis of find-
ings with awareness of the socio-cultural and political
context. The breadth and depth of data collection, and
the researchers’ openness to data, including unexpected
findings, show the commitment and rigour underlying
this study. Transparency and coherence are demon-
strated by the researchers’ consistent adherence to meth-
odological underpinnings, and presentations of
interpretations alongside data extracts. Finally, impact
and importance are shown by the research’s contribution
of context-specific findings to the literature on the re-
entry of humanitarian workers. As the first psychological
study to date to explore the experiences of aid workers
who returned from Northern France to the UK, it gives
insight into a recent and on-going situation, and creates
psychological knowledge relevant to the current socio-
political reality.
Nonetheless, there are inherent epistemological and

methodological limitations to the phenomenological ap-
proach (Larkin et al. 2006). The co-creation of know-
ledge through interpretation by the researcher is
susceptible to biases and presuppositions. To ensure
sense-making reflected the lived experience participants,
the lead researcher, who has lived experience of humani-
tarian work in Northern France, engaged in an in-depth
reflexive process on her subject position. Furthermore,
both researchers engaged in robust discussions of the
analysis and made joint decisions on the final themes. In
addition, research participants, as well as humanitarian
workers with similar lived experience, reviewed the ana-
lysis and found it reflective of their experience.

Future directions
Future research should address how role clarity, expecta-
tions and professional background may affect retention
of international humanitarian workers, and identity dis-
ruption in the re-entry process. Such research could be
quantitative allowing comparison between NGOs. Fur-
thermore, it should create an understanding of how peer
support upon re-entry can facilitate or hinder aid
workers’ reintegration. Future research should examine
organisational structures in recently founded NGOs
intended to prepare humanitarian workers for their re-
turn home, and what support humanitarian workers in
these settings find helpful. Additionally, future work
should examine the experiences of humanitarian
workers in comparable settings, working with recently
founded NGOs located further from their homes (e.g.
Greece). The role of socio-cultural accommodation and

adaptation in the re-entry process should be addressed;
methodologically, this could be done using participant
observation in the field and upon return. Finally, aid
workers’ perceptions of the physical world and border
spaces are an interesting area for future investigation.

Implications and recommendations
The current research suggests that recently established
NGOs may be able to better support international hu-
manitarian workers’ return home by providing clear role
definitions and protocols, which encourage a profes-
sional distance whilst working in the field. These could
include guidance on boundaries with beneficiaries, regu-
lations regarding time off and clarifications of what is
and is not expected of aid workers. This could help to
reduce identity disruption in the re-entry process. More-
over, it is recommended to consider the specific hu-
manitarian setting aid workers operate in, as well as
their socio-cultural and political context, as these affect
the nature of re-entry challenges.
When addressing the experiences of international hu-

manitarian workers who are part of recently established
NGOs, it may be helpful, and reflective of their under-
standings, to treat their belonging and identity as a con-
tinuous process and an on-going challenge. Support
from NGOs could reflect this, with pre-mission prepar-
ation (e.g. briefings on what to expect in the field) and
on-going supervision and support during humanitarian
assignments (e.g. addressing protocol adherence). Fur-
thermore, it may be helpful to provide international hu-
manitarian workers without prior experience of aid work
with guidance on the re-entry process (e.g. information
on what challenges may arise and suggestions on how to
address them). As disruptions to identity and belonging
in the re-entry process are strongly dependent on hu-
manitarian workers’ ability to carry moral values forward
into their home lives, activities like volunteering may
provide a bridge between their humanitarian identity
and their lives post-mission for international humanitar-
ian workers. Additionally, this could help to address so-
cial isolation upon re-entry.

Conclusion
With humanitarian needs rising globally, aid workers’
ability to respond to disasters is of increasing import-
ance. However, with a focus on saving lives and relieving
suffering of beneficiaries, NGOs at times fail to support
humanitarian workers in dealing with the consequences
of their work upon returning home. This research ex-
plores how international aid workers make sense of their
lived experiences of being active in humanitarian aid in
Northern France and returning to the UK. It focuses
specifically on individuals who worked in recently
founded NGOs, without a prior professional background
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in humanitarian work. IPA provides a methodology that
allows understanding of the development of aid workers’
belonging and identity through the process of re-entry.
This research contributes a novel, context-specific un-

derstanding of identity and belonging in transition, rele-
vant to today’s socio-political reality. NGOs could assist
aid workers’ return by treating development of belonging
and identity as an on-going process, and supporting
them accordingly with briefings and supervision pre-,
during and post-mission. Here, providing clear role defi-
nitions and protocols that encourage maintenance of
professional boundaries during assignments is recom-
mended. Furthermore, NGOs can support aid workers’
re-entry by encouraging engagement with activities that
allow carrying moral values into their lives post-mission.
Future work should address the role of peer networks in
the re-entry process, and the experiences of humanitar-
ian workers in other settings. With the re-entry not only
affecting aid workers’ reintegration and wellbeing, but
also their ability to return to the field, this is essential
for NGOs’ ability to respond to future humanitarian
emergencies.
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