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Abstract
This study explores the epistemic and ethical complexities of examining migrants’ 

trust in public services through qualitative cultural inquiry. Trust is addressed not 
only as the central subject of investigation but also as a condition underpinning 
the credibility of research findings. Drawing on implicit findings, such as unexpectedly 
low participation and inconsistencies in participant narratives, which introduced 
layers of uncertainty in the findings. The study points to indications of self-censorship, 
social desirability, and cultural bias, which raise concerns about the trustworthiness 
of the findings. These complexities present researchers with interpretive dilemmas, 
where their roles in decision-making regarding the  trustworthiness of narrative 
authenticity and participant autonomy may conflict with established ethical 
principles. Rather than merely dismissing these patterns as mere limitations, this 
analysis interprets inconsistencies in implicit findings as meaningful indicators of how 
trust is negotiated and constrained in sensitive institutional contexts. These insights 
reveal deeper uncertainty in how trust is measured, narrated, and understood, and 
raise ethical and methodological dilemmas for researchers. This study contributes to 
ongoing debates about the fragility of trust-related data in vulnerable populations. 
It highlights the need for critical reflection when interpreting implicit findings of 
meaning in qualitative research.

Keywords: trust, cultural studies, inconsistency, trustworthiness, ethical dilemmas

https://doi.org/10.55877/cc.vol31.512


Zahra Hosseini, Thomas Olsson144

Introduction 
Trust is a multifaceted concept, interpreted differently across disciplines. Watson 

and Moran [2005] emphasize its link to risk and uncertainty, particularly in contexts 
of social vulnerability and institutional power. This interdisciplinary perspective 
deepens understanding of trust’s role in social and cultural settings, especially in 
public institutions, where it underpins governance, service delivery, and political 
legitimacy [United Nations 2021].

Studying trust poses methodological challenges, especially among migrant 
populations [Alexander  et  al. 2018; Van Liempt  & Bilger 2012]. This paper 
critically examines these challenges, focusing on migrants’ trust in public services. 
It explores epistemic uncertainty by analysing implicit findings rather than 
findings that correspond to predefined questions. The  main aim of this study 
was to explore immigrants’ trust in public services within the  host country; 
however, the  implicit findings also revealed the  researchers’ dilemmas regarding 
the trustworthiness of participants’ narratives. While qualitative research indicates 
that participants’ narratives can yield rich data [Ahmad 2022; Zabko 2024], this 
study explores the participants’ narratives as a reflection of their perceived trust and its 
trustworthiness. Trust in this study has two aspects: the primary focus of the subject 
and a methodological challenge, which underscores the importance of the findings’ 
trustworthiness. This paper addresses how selection bias in data collection and 
inconsistencies in participants’ responses question the  trustworthiness of results 
and contribute to epistemic uncertainty and ethical dilemmas that influence data 
interpretation and reporting.

1.	 Theoretical perspective: Ethical dilemmas
Ethical research practices are an essential part of every research, particularly 

when working with vulnerable populations such as children, the elderly, and ethnic or 
racial minorities [Alexander et al. 2018]. Despite existing ethical guidelines, scholars 
have identified ethical dilemmas as situations where researchers face conflicting moral 
obligations that cannot be fulfilled simultaneously, without a clear hierarchy to resolve 
the conflict [Swain 2025; Taquette et al. 2022; Fuji 2012; Colnerud 2015]. Several 
common ethical dilemmas include confidentiality, informed consent, researcher’s 
positionality, and trustworthiness.

Confidentiality involves clarity about what personal information is collected, 
who has access to it, and under what conditions. It also includes participants’ rights 
to understand the  scope of their involvement and to maintain control over how 
their data is used [Bos 2020]. However, many studies highlight confidentiality as 
a frequent source of ethical tension in qualitative research [Fujii 2012; Ngozwana 
2018; Taquette et al. 2022; McMillan & Schumacher 2006].
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The  most important instrument for securing confidentiality is informed 
consent, which means that participants should be fully informed about the study’s 
purpose, procedures, potential risks and benefits, and their rights, including the right 
to withdraw at any time [Swain 2025]. The  asymmetry of power embedded in 
the informed consent can create dilemmas [Fujii 2012].

The researcher’s position plays a critical role throughout the research process. 
Numerous scholars have highlighted how role confusion between researchers, 
therapists, observers, or friends can lead to ethical dilemmas [Taquette et al. 2022; 
Fujii 2012; Ellis 2017; Rallis et al. 2007; Shah 2024; Ahmad 2022; Lee 2015; Zabko 
2024]. In cross-cultural research, the complexities of the researcher’s insider-outsider 
position have been critically examined by many scholars [Yeh  & Barber 2024; 
Markova 2009; Lee 2015]. Markova [2009] argues that the insider status is shaped 
not only by shared ethnicity or language but also by intersecting social categories like 
class, education, and migration background. While insider researchers may benefit 
from contextual familiarity, they also risk intellectual isolation or being confined to 
studying their own communities.

Evaluation inequity through trustworthiness is recognized as another type of 
dilemma [Rallis et al. 2007; Taquette et al. 2022]. Rallis et al. [2007] argue that 
evaluating a study’s trustworthiness requires attention to ethical principles beyond 
methodological formalities. Addressing different biases is crucial for establishing 
trustworthiness in qualitative research, especially studies involving vulnerable 
populations such as migrants [Van Liempt & Bilger 2012].

Following the existing literature, this study explores the researcher’s dilemmas 
in interpreting voluntary withdrawal or self-selection bias not only as a challenge to 
reduce the number of participants [Ngozwana 2018; Markova 2009], but also further 
examines the intention behind such withdrawal, suggesting that self-exclusion may 
in itself yield meaningful insights, particularly in sensitive research areas such as 
migrants’ trust.

In parallel, while the  narrative nature of qualitative data has been widely 
acknowledged as central to enhancing data richness and authenticity [Ellis 2017; 
Ahmad 2022; Zabko 2024], the role of inconsistencies within narratives remains 
underexplored. This study addresses that gap by analysing contradictions in 
participants’ accounts not as flaws to be corrected, but as revealing the  tension 
between public discourses of trust and private experiences of exclusion. Echoing 
Sølvberg and Jarness [2019], such inconsistencies are interpreted as expressions of 
negotiation, concealment, or strategic silence, shaped by the  research encounter 
itself, including the positionality of the interviewer and the sociopolitical context 
of disclosure [Roulston & Shelton 2015; Sølvberg & Jarness 2019].
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2.	 Research design
This exploratory study examined trust in public services among female migrants 

from an Asian collectivist culture, residing in a Nordic country. Some information 
in this paper was not included as predefined research questions in the participant 
information notice. To maintain ethical standards, avoid cultural stereotypes, and 
ensure privacy, the identities of the ethnic and host countries have been anonymized. 
Recruitment was carried out through Facebook groups, where both participants and 
the interviewer were members. Interviews were conducted in the native language by 
an experienced female researcher sharing their ethnic and linguistic background. 
Interviews were tailored to participants’ comfort, often held in informal settings like 
cafés, and conducted in their native language to foster openness. To complement peer 
review and cross-gender approach, interviews were analysed in collaboration with 
a male researcher, following Rodríguez-Dorans [2018].

Sessions began with open-ended prompts and gradually shifted toward specific 
experiences with public services. To minimize methodological bias, interviewees 
were encouraged to speak freely and without interruption, allowing unstructured 
narratives to emerge naturally. Each interview lasted between 40 and 75 minutes, 
depending on the participants’ willingness to share their experiences. Interviews were 
audio-recorded with consent and later analysed collaboratively.

Interviews were audio-recorded with consent. To ensure thorough comprehension 
and alleviate potential research bias, the analysis of words and themes was augmented 
by a meticulous manual examination of implicit findings. Transcripts were translated 
into English and analysed collaboratively by two researchers, allowing for reflexive, 
balanced interpretation. The transcribed data was coded and grouped into broader 
themes, which represent the main ideas or topics within the data.

3.	 Implicit findings
This study aimed to examine migrants’ trust in public services. However, the low 

participation rate and inconsistencies in statements suggest the  need for greater 
caution when assessing the trustworthiness of the data.

3.1	L ow participation rate

Recruitment for this study targeted a specific migrant group through widely used 
online community platforms, including some Facebook group pages with up to 2 000 
members. Despite being widely circulated, only 21 individuals responded positively 
after receiving the  notice, and 11 eventually withdrew. Some participants cited 
scheduling conflicts, while others declined further engagement without explanation, 
indicating possible discomfort or reluctance. Non-responsiveness and withdrawal 
are considered ethical dilemmas because they reduce the number of participants 
[Ngozwana 2018; Markova 2009].
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While a  degree of trust in the  researcher, the  broader institutional context, 
or organizations authorizing the study, is essential to participate meaningfully in 
qualitative interviews and share personal experiences [Shah 2024], the timing of 
some respondents’ withdrawal in this study suggests a possible hesitation rooted in 
institutional mistrust. Trust is inherently tied to concepts such as risk, vulnerability, 
reliance, and honesty [Das & Teng 2004]. In the context of migration, this scepticism 
can be related to their prior or early experiences of surveillance, discrimination, or 
lack of confidentiality in their countries of origin or host contexts, which may foster 
persistent wariness toward official institutions [Lenette 2015]. In research settings, 
mistrust may manifest as withdrawal, refusal, or selective self-censorship, even in 
ethically approved and participant-sensitive environments [Shah 2024; Essex et al. 
2022; Tannenberg 2021]. In examining trust as the focal point of the main study, 
the authors interpret the  low participation and volunteer withdrawal not only as 
methodological limitations but also as a reflection of deeper trust dynamics.

3.2.	 Inconsistencies in participants’ statements

During the critical analysis of this study, several inconsistencies in participants’ 
narratives were observed. Antin et al. [2015] conceptualize the  inconsistencies as 
“conflicting discourses” that can coexist within a single narrative, highlighting meaning-
making’s internal tensions and fluidity. Instead of treating these contradictions as 
mere noise, they advocate examining them as markers of discursive complexity. In 
this study, the following inconsistent narratives pose analytic challenges but provide 
opportunities for deeper cultural interpretation.

a) Inconsistency in the perceived concept of trust

Many participants initially expressed trust in government departments and 
organizations, providing positive responses. However, upon further exploration of 
their experiences, they highlighted shortcomings in these entities, such as perceived 
incompetence, unfair treatment, and suspicion regarding official decision-making 
processes. It became apparent that participants’ trust perceptions were more closely 
linked to notions of privacy and security than to other dimensions of trust, such as 
competence or transparency. Recognizing this contradiction, the researchers adapted 
the  interview questions to be less structured to let the respondents explain their 
feelings about different experiences in various situations.

b) Inconsistency in the statement and the existing regulation

Some interviewees (e.g., A  and J) who had arrived in Europe through UN-
sponsored resettlement programs appeared reluctant to disclose their refugee status, 
subtly downplaying or avoiding references to it during the interview process. They 
presented stories that deviated from standard immigration regulations. However, one 
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of them, in response to the interviewer’s follow-up questions, made another claim 
that was closer to reality and more consistent with immigration regulations. Another 
participant, who had obtained residency through refugee status, indirectly disclosed 
the nature of her entry through side remarks and narrative details that appeared 
inconsistent with official immigration procedures. The researcher’s familiarity with 
the  immigration process and the  participant’s subsequent conversations enabled 
the interviewer to identify these inconsistencies and presented claims.

c) Inconsistency in formal and informal environments

In some instances, notable discrepancies emerged between participants’ informal 
remarks or chat and their recorded interview responses, particularly in their attitudes 
toward strategies in the public services. For example, Interviewees B and C expressed 
multiple grievances during the pre-interview conversation but refrained from voicing 
any negative statements once the  formal interview began. Interviewee B even 
expressed gratitude toward a public service provider that she had previously criticized 
in the informal discussion. This incongruity may reflect a form of self-censorship 
or expression management, influenced by norms of respect and politeness often 
associated with collectivist cultures. Interviewee F claimed to have a continuous full-
time contract for many years, which contradicted the interviewer’s knowledge of her 
short-term and part-time work history. However, the interviewer avoided discussing 
the discrepancy to respect the  interviewee’s privacy, in line with research ethics. 
Feelings of embarrassment and social stigma around receiving financial assistance 
or having a refugee background prompted participants to conceal this information.

d) Inconsistency in the statement and the real intention

Interviewee A described their decision to settle in the host country as the most 
significant choice in their life. However, due to the researcher’s embeddedness in 
the same city and immigrant community, prior informal knowledge suggested that 
the participant had been actively planning to immigrate elsewhere. Such expressions 
of strong appreciation, when contrasted with indirect, contradictory information, may 
mislead researchers. In these contexts, expressions of gratitude rather than critique 
may reflect cultural norms of politeness or respect, particularly within Eastern or 
collectivist cultures [Sultan et al. 2024; Nkirote 2024]. The interviewee expressed 
concern about appearing ungrateful to the host country’s institutions, reflecting 
cultural courtesy. This raises questions about the  trustworthiness of the  data, 
highlighting the  challenge of distinguishing genuine sentiment from culturally 
influenced self-presentation in qualitative interviews.



Epistemic Uncertainty and Ethical Dilemmas in Cross-Cultural Research 149

4.	 Discussion
This study explores epistemic challenges in interpreting implicit findings. 

Particular attention is given to examining the potential biases contributing to the low 
participation rate and the  inconsistencies in participants’ responses, influencing 
trustworthiness. Understanding the complex interaction between different forms 
of bias is essential to strengthening trustworthiness.

4.1.	 Self-selection bias in voluntary participation

Voluntary participation is a foundational ethical principle in qualitative research, 
ensuring respect for autonomy and informed consent [Swain 2025]. However, striving 
for inclusion while countering self-selection bias poses a significant methodological 
challenge, particularly in research involving vulnerable or marginalized populations 
[Shah 2024; Markova 2009]. Self-selection bias occurs when individuals with certain 
characteristics are more likely to opt in, while others systematically opt out, leading 
to interpretive limitations.

As previously mentioned, participation in the study remained limited. Although 
the reasons given varied, the timing and pattern of withdrawal suggest the potential 
mistrust of authorities or fear of surveillance, often rooted in experiences from 
participants’ countries of origin, can discourage engagement in research perceived 
as institutional [Shah 2024; Mackenzie et al. 2007; Lenette 2015]. Trust and rapport 
between the  interviewer and the participant are considered critical in qualitative 
research, not only for obtaining in-depth data but also for creating an  open 
environment that encourages participants to engage with the researcher, particularly 
in cultural studies [Ahmad 2022; Shah 2024; Lee 2025]. Consequently, the absence 
of these voices can limit the  interpretive depth and reduce the  study’s ability to 
fully capture the spectrum of trust-related meaning-making processes [Sølvberg & 
Jarness 2019]. Researchers must therefore approach non-participation not simply as 
attrition, but as potentially meaningful data in its own right, an indicator of deeper, 
often unspoken, dynamics of institutional alienation As Tannenberg [2021] notes, 
concerns about prestige, social sanctioning, or fear of punishment, can contribute 
to systematic non-responses and biased answers. These factors not only compromise 
data quality but may also signal participants’ discomfort, distrust, or perceived 
vulnerability within institutional settings, offering critical insight into the socio-
political undercurrents shaping engagement.

4.2.	 Social desirability as a form of participant bias

Social desirability bias is a well-documented concern in qualitative research, 
particularly when exploring sensitive topics such as measuring citizens’ trust 
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in government [Tannenberg 2021]. It reflects participants’ tendency to present 
themselves in ways that align with perceived social norms or expectations in 
interviews [Dubie 2021]. The  construct of social desirability bias is increasingly 
recognized as culturally contingent, differing significantly in expression and impact 
across multicultural contexts [Teh et al. 2023]. Immigrants often strive to position 
themselves within the host society, which can lead to subtle understatements of their 
status and experiences. This can contribute to social desirability bias in how they 
present themselves during interviews [Yeasmin et al. 2021]. Cultural and linguistic 
differences may influence how individuals manage impressions, often in ways that 
are not fully explained by cognitive ability alone. Odendaal [2015] argues that 
applying uniform corrections for social desirability across diverse cultural groups 
is inappropriate because the  mechanisms driving such bias vary significantly by 
context. In interview settings, participants may consciously or unconsciously tailor 
their responses to appear more favourable or avoid judgment, especially in contexts 
involving cross-cultural dynamics or power imbalances [Carian  & Hill 2021; 
Antin & Shaw 2012].

In this study, several participants frequently presented their experiences in 
a manner that aligned with socially accepted narratives. For example, some consistently 
emphasized their gratitude, claimed continuous full-time employment instead 
of acknowledging periods of unemployment, or avoided identifying as refugees, 
preferring terms like “foreigner” over “migrant” due to the perceived stigma attached 
to the latter in some media [Bellovary et al. 2020]. Such behaviours, rooted in concerns 
about appearing ungrateful or disloyal, may reflect internalized norms shaped by 
prior experiences with authority or surveillance [Lenette 2015]. Social desirability 
can create discrepancies between what participants say in different contexts and their 
true intentions during interviews. Acknowledging these impression management 
strategies is crucial for interpreting implicit findings with increased reflexivity and 
sensitivity to context.

4.3.	 Cultural bias in the interpretation of trust

The examination of trust in government institutions among migrants is complex 
and sensitive, having dual significance [Quaranta 2024]. It is both the  primary 
phenomenon under study and a crucial aspect of ensuring the trustworthiness of 
the research process itself.

A substantial body of cross-cultural research highlights significant differences 
in how trust is conceptualized and practiced across societies. In Western contexts, 
particularly in Northern European and Nordic countries, trust tends to be more 
generalized, extending beyond close relationships to include institutions and strangers 
[Delhey  & Newton 2005]. This pattern has been linked to historically strong, 
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transparent, and fair institutions that promote social cohesion and interpersonal trust 
[Yamagishi & Yamagishi 1994; Rothstein & Stolle 2003]. In contrast, many Asian 
societies exhibit a more particularistic form of trust, where individuals primarily 
place trust in close social networks such as family members, friends, and long-term 
business partners [Hofstede 1980; Chen et al. 1998]. These distinctions suggest that 
cultural norms and institutional environments jointly shape how trust is expressed 
and toward whom it is directed. Given these cross-national variations, studying trust 
as a research topic carries a heightened risk of cultural bias, especially in cross-cultural 
contexts where differences in subjectivity, language, and communication may affect 
data interpretation [Liamputtong 2011]. It can manifest in various ways and relate 
to participant perception as well as researcher interpretation. As in a cross-cultural 
study of the term “privacy”, Zabihzadeh et al. [2019] found significant variations in 
how participants from individualist and collectivist cultures conceptualized it. They 
noted that cultural bias can be pronounced when addressing culturally embedded 
notions such as trust, respect, and security.

In this study, to mitigate cultural bias, interviews were conducted in 
participants’ native language using open-ended, participant-led formats. The shared 
cultural background of both the interviewer and data analyst enhanced contextual 
sensitivity and reduced the risk of misinterpretation. Early interviews revealed that 
participants often interpreted trust narrowly, focusing on privacy and security 
rather than broader aspects such as transparency or institutional competence. This 
prompted a reflexive shift toward a less structured interview style, allowing for a more 
culturally grounded articulation of trust. While this adaptive approach helped clarify 
underlying conceptual frameworks, some biases still affected participants’ comfort 
and disclosure, which was reflected in inconsistencies.

4.4.	 Self-censorship influenced by participant backgrounds

Self-censorship can influence participant disclosure and pose broader challenges 
to the scientific process by constraining open communication and silencing critical 
perspectives. As argued by Väliverronen and Saikkonen [2021], self-censorship can 
affect both researchers and participants, undermining the richness and authenticity 
of qualitative inquiry. Self-censorship is a  measurement challenge in qualitative 
research that can have psychological, economic, legal, and political reasons [Bar‐Tal 
2017]. However, it is significantly influenced by cultural context, particularly in 
settings involving cross-cultural or migrant research. For example, participants from 
collectivist or hierarchical societies may withhold critical or sensitive perspectives 
due to ingrained norms around authority, politeness, or fear of consequences, 
particularly in some Asian cultures [Adikaram 2018]. In such contexts, expressing 
dissent or mistrust, as sensitive topics, especially toward public institutions, can be 
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perceived as risky or socially inappropriate. Sosnowska-Buxton [2015] highlights that 
the interaction between topic sensitivity in interviews and social context often leads 
to self-censorship, especially when the research setting reveals power imbalances. 
Shah [2024] suggests that some participants’ disapproval, fear of being recorded, 
and fabricated excuses can conceal larger dynamics. Similarly, Turner [2013], after 
studying Asian culture, concludes that cross-cultural fieldwork requires heightened 
sensitivity, as participants may selectively silence themselves to protect personal or 
group identity.

Respecting the sensitivity in the topic and target group, self-censorship appears 
to contribute to the  inconsistencies observed in implicit findings in this study. 
Although the interviews are conducted in a democratic context. However, as previous 
studies have highlighted, even in democratic contexts, societal norms and dominant 
ideological values can give rise to self-censorship, shaping individuals’ willingness to 
express dissent or critique within institutional frameworks [e.g., Brutāne & Petkeviča 
2022]. Migrant studies show that self-censorship is common among migrants and 
refugees who have experienced authoritarian regimes [Mackenzie et al. 2007; Lenette 
2015]. In authoritarian settings, respondents often engage in “preference falsification” 
out of fear of consequences, particularly when anonymity is uncertain. These dynamic 
raises serious concerns about the reliability of interview data in such contexts, as 
noted by Kuran [1997].

4.5.	 The researcher’s bias and ethical dilemmas

Rather than treating bias as a flaw to be eliminated, Roulston and Shelton [2015] 
suggest that bias in qualitative research is inextricably linked to researcher subjectivity 
and can serve as both a constraint and a source of insight. In cross-cultural contexts, 
this subjectivity becomes particularly pronounced. When the researcher’s cultural 
background differs from that of the participants, interpretations may unconsciously 
reflect the  researcher’s own values and assumptions, a  phenomenon known as 
cultural bias [Creswell  & Creswell 2018; Liamputtong 2011]. Misalignment in 
cultural frameworks can lead to misrepresentation of participants’ perspectives and, 
ultimately, undermine the credibility and transferability of findings [Squires, 2009]. 
When a study investigates a sensitive topic such as trust in public services among 
culturally diverse and vulnerable participants, the task of assessing the trustworthiness 
of the data becomes significantly more complex and demanding for researchers, due to 
the heightened risk of multiple, often overlapping, forms of cultural bias [Adikaram 
2018; Shah 2024].

Implicit findings of this study uncovered various biases behind inconsistencies 
in participants’ narratives. In this context, the interviewer encountered situations 
where participants’ statements deviated from established factual information. 
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Table 1: Ethical dilemmas in qualitative research
Researcher positionality Ethical implications Trustworthiness

The junior researcher may not 
recognize the inconsistency 

or remove the suspicious 
inconsistent data

High research ethics 
(confidentiality)

Low trustworthiness
(unreported bias)

The researcher acknowledges 
the inconsistency as 

a limitation in the study.

High research ethics 
(confidentiality)

Low trustworthiness
(unaddressed bias)

The researcher pressures 
the participant or uses leading 

follow-up questions to elicit 
the “truth”.

Low research ethics
(violates informed consent)

High trustworthiness
(factual accuracy, but ethical 

integrity is compromised)

The researcher verifies facts 
through external sources 

and reports them without 
participants’ consent.

Low research ethics
(violates informed consent)

High trustworthiness
(keeping high data accuracy 
but undermining legitimacy)

Table 1 illustrates the researcher’s positions in trade-offs between critical conflicts 
and those aimed at increasing analytical trustworthiness, like verifying for 
inconsistencies or validating data externally. The  study highlights an  imbalance 
of power in the  informed consent process when researchers possess a  deeper 
understanding of the participants’ context than the participants [Fujii 2012; Ellis 
2017]. In these situations, researchers have access to additional information that 
could help identify inconsistencies. However, ethical principles, such as informed 
consent and conditionality, restrict their ability to use this information to increase 
trustworthiness, creating a dilemma (see Table 1).

Researcher practices in managing bias highlight the epistemological and ethical 
challenges in interpreting data findings in cultural research. When ethical implications 
and trustworthiness conflict (Table 1). This poses a dilemma for researchers. Given 
the important role of the researcher in fostering trust in data and affirming research 
ethics, researchers must be aware of these dilemmas.

5.	 Conclusions
Emphasizing the researcher’s position, this article examines a complex ethical 

dilemma in research in which achieving trustworthiness conflicts with other 
ethical principles such as confidentiality and informed consent. It highlights that 
some participants’ accounts were intentionally crafted to obscure or avoid factual 
disclosure. These narratives may be shaped by feelings of discomfort, a desire for 
self-protection, or a sense of mistrust. These are not merely vague statements, but 



Zahra Hosseini, Thomas Olsson154

ethically sensitive instances of false or selectively framed information that cannot 
be simplistically reported, ignored, or titled as the limitation of the study. In such 
cases, the researcher’s positionality is crucial for enhancing research credibility and 
minimizing misinterpretation.

The study suggests utilizing implicit findings regarding the meaning-making 
from participants’ reactions, silences, and words that lie beyond the  boundaries 
of informed consent and verifiability, which are ethically complex to examine in 
analysis. It adds a new aspect to the existing literature by recognizing that trust is 
not only a subject of inquiry but also a condition that shapes the trustworthiness of 
participants’ narratives, which could be perceived as indicators of trust or distrust. 
Further, while previous studies have identified participants’ withdrawal as an ethical 
dilemma [e.g., Ngozwana 2018], some other studies interpret this phenomenon as 
a fear or discomfort in sharing information [e.g., Shah 2024]. Our discussion goes 
a further step and suggests concepts of withdrawal and refusal to participate as they 
relate to trust and mistrust when studying public trust in government.

As an  implication, the  study suggests that a uniform template for informed 
consent may not adequately address all ethical dilemmas, especially when researchers 
need to make sense of implicit data. It highlights a critical need for ethics oversight 
bodies to provide clearer guidance in navigating unforeseen ethical considerations 
during data interpretation. It highlights a critical need for ethics oversight bodies 
to provide clearer guidance in navigating unforeseen ethical considerations during 
data interpretation.

This study contributes to ongoing debates about ethical dilemmas, especially 
regarding trustworthiness, informed consent, and researcher positionality, while 
placing greater emphasis on inconsistent narratives in interpretations. It also 
contributes to broader discussions on how trust is conceptualized, measured, and 
interpreted in migration-related research. It challenges researchers to drive meaning-
making from unexpected results or implicit findings, rather than reporting them as 
limitations.

The study analysed implicit and emergent findings beyond the original research 
focus and consent framework. The  researchers in this study employed various 
strategies to minimize biases, such as peer review, participant-led narratives and 
flexibility, empathetic interview settings, and verbatim analysis. The authors do not 
claim to identify all forms of inconsistency and bias. There are numerous sources of 
bias, ethical dilemmas, and paradoxes, many of which are beyond our control and 
unavoidable. To build on these insights and address the limitations mentioned, future 
studies should implement more purposeful designs and explicit consent to explore 
these dynamics in greater detail and with reduced uncertainty.
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