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Vulnerability and Empowerment: Par5cipatory Approaches to Health Promo5on 
with Refugees (EMPOW) 

Hella von Unger 

Abstract 

Forced migra@on not only poses health risks but also opens avenues for individual agency and 
collec@ve empowerment among refugees. Exis@ng literature in public health tends to focus either 
on the vulnerability or on the resources and poten@al for health promo@on of refugees. The 
EMPOW project set out to explore the intricate rela@onship between vulnerability and 
empowerment through a community-based par@cipatory research approach (CBPR). Within the 
framework of the research unit FOR 2928 „Refugee Migra@on to Germany: A Magnifying Glass for 
Broader Public Health Challenges" (PH-LENS), this ini@a@ve delved into refugees' emic perspec@ves 
on othering, simultaneously aiming to iden@fy strategies to counteract its adverse effects and 
promote refugee health against the odds. 
The project aimed to a) iden@fy health-related concerns, needs and resources of selected refugee 
groups, b) develop health promo@on ini@a@ves for and with refugee groups, and c) gain a be]er 
theore@cal understanding of vulnerability, othering and empowerment from their respec@ve 
standpoints. In accordance with the principles of CBPR, the specific local objec@ves and 
methodological procedures were jointly determined with the community partners. Refugees, 
community organiza@ons and service providers were involved as partners in a mul@-sited 
par@cipatory study. In Munich, a diverse group of newly arrived refugees were trained as peer 
researchers to conduct a photovoice project and a peer survey in refugee shelters, par@cularly 
large AnkER facili@es in Bavaria. The results illustrate how social isola@on, uncertainty and 
loneliness were experienced in the COVID 19 pandemic. In Hanover, community partners 
developed a peer-based digital support network for Arabic and Farsi-speaking refugee women. 
This proved par@cularly valuable for bridging gaps in accessing health and social services as well 
as support in case of gender-based violence. In Berlin, a group mainly consis@ng of refugees from 
African countries explored ethical and methodological aspects of par@cipatory health research 
from a cri@cal perspec@ve. Par@cipatory focus groups were conducted at all study sites to explore 
the effects of the COVID pandemic on both the fields of study as well as the research collabora@on 
itself. The results add to the methodological debate and to public health literature on refugee 
health regarding the intersec@onal vulnerabili@es and poten@als of empowerment through peer 
models of health promo@on with refugee groups. Limita@ons of the approach are also discussed 
in this final project report. 

Zusammenfassung (German) 

Fluchtmigration birgt sowohl Gesundheitsrisiken als auch Chancen für individuelle 
Handlungsfähigkeit und kollektive Selbstermächtigung (Empowerment). Die Fachdiskussion in 
Public Health konzentriert sich meist entweder auf die Verletzlichkeit oder die Ressourcen und 
Potentiale für Gesundheitsförderung bei geflüchteten Personen. Das EMPOW-Projekt hatte zum 
Ziel, die Verbindung zwischen Vulnerabilität und Empowerment mithilfe einer partizipativen, 
community-basierten Forschungsmethodik empirisch zu untersuchen und konzeptuell weiter zu 
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entwickeln. Im Rahmen der Forschungsgruppe FOR 2928 „Refugee Migration to Germany: A 
Magnifying Glass for Broader Public Health Challenges" (PH-LENS) erkundete dieses Projekt die 
emischen Perspektiven von Flüchtlingen zum Thema "Othering", während gleichzeitig Strategien 
gesucht wurden, um den negativen Auswirkungen entgegenzuwirken und die Gesundheit von 
geflüchteten Gruppen zu fördern. 

Das Projekt hatte das Ziel: a) Gesundheitsbezogene Anliegen, Bedürfnisse und Ressourcen 
ausgewählter Gruppen mit Fluchterfahrung zu identifizieren, b) Maßnahmen und Initiativen der 
Gesundheitsförderung für und mit geflüchteten Gruppen zu entwickeln, und c) aus ihrer jeweiligen 
Perspektive ein besseres theoretisches Verständnis von Verletzlichkeit, Othering und 
Empowerment gewinnen. Dem Ansatz der partizipativen Forschung entsprechend wurden die 
genauen Zielsetzungen und methodischen Vorgehensweisen der lokalen Projekte mit den 
Partner:innen in den Communities gemeinsam festgelegt. Das EMPOW-Projekt fand an drei 
Standorten im Bundesgebiet statt. In München wurden eine diverse Gruppe von neu 
angekommenen Flüchtlingen als Peer-Forschende ausgebildet, um ein Photovoice-Projekt und 
eine Peer-Umfrage in Flüchtlingsunterkünften, insbesondere in großen AnkER-Zentren in Bayern, 
durchzuführen. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, wie soziale Isolation, Unsicherheit und Einsamkeit während 
der COVID-19-Pandemie erlebt wurden. In Hannover wurde ein peer-basiertes digitales 
Unterstützungs-Netzwerk für Arabisch- und Farsi-sprechende geflüchtete Frauen aufgebaut. Dies 
erwies sich als besonders wertvoll, um Lücken im Zugang zu Gesundheits- und Sozialdiensten zu 
überbrücken sowie Unterstützung bei geschlechtsbezogener Gewalt zu leisten. In Berlin 
erkundete eine Gruppe von überwiegend geflüchteten Personen aus afrikanischen Ländern 
ethische und methodologische Aspekte partizipativer Gesundheitsforschung aus einer kritischen 
Perspektive. An allen Studienstandorten wurden partizipative Fokusgruppen durchgeführt, um die 
Auswirkungen der COVID 19-Pandemie auf die Forschungszusammenarbeit zu erforschen. Die 
Ergebnisse tragen sowohl zur methodologischen Debatte als auch zur Literatur über 
intersektionale Verwundbarkeiten von geflüchteten Personen und Potenziale der 
Selbstermächtigung durch Peer-Modelle der Gesundheitsförderung in Kontexten nach der Flucht 
bei. Auch die Grenzen des Ansatzes werden in diesem Abschlussbericht diskutiert. 

1. Participatory Research Collaboration and Results  

Why focus on vulnerability, empowerment and par8cipa8on in research? 

Vulnerability is a key concept in public health, facilita@ng the iden@fica@on of groups in need of 
special support and protec@on. However, in its prac@cal applica@on, the concept unfolds 
ambivalent effects as it tends to be used as a label reinscribing unequal power rela@ons, neglec@ng 
within-group heterogeneity while underes@ma@ng the agency of members of the group. In this 
respect, it is closely related to the concept of othering, as used in the PH-LENS Research Unit 
(Akbulut & Razum 2022). To address these shortcomings of the vulnerability concept, one must 
explore the individual and collec@ve capaci@es for agency, empowerment, and resistance within 
the context of vulnerability (Butler 2016). Thus a dual conceptual focus was placed on vulnerability 
and empowerment of refugees in the EMPOW project. Furthermore, a community-based 
par@cipatory research (CBPR) approach was chosen to avoid a deficit-oriented perspec@ve, adhere 
to the ethical principle of the 'dual impera@ve' in refugee research, and counteract unintended 
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othering through methodological means (Odukoya & von Unger 2023, von Unger 2022). In 
par@cipatory collabora@ons, community partners are involved in cycles of ac@on and reflec@on in 
the collabora@ve produc@on of knowledge for change (Israel et al. 2018). When research tasks 
necessitate it, peer researchers receive training for example in methods of data collec@on and 
analysis (Nind 2011).  

EMPOW Study Design 

The EMPOW project was a mul@-sited study with par@cipatory projects in three German ci@es: 
Berlin, Hanover and Munich. At each site, a local working group (consis@ng of approx. 5-15 
community partners each) decided on the focus, aims and methods of the local project. Funds 
were put at their disposal and community par@cipa@on in the cross-site research ac@vi@es were 
supported as well.  

As stated in the grant proposal, the overall aims of EMPOW included to (1) iden@fy health-related 
concerns, needs and resources of selected refugee groups; (2) develop suitable concepts and 
interven@ons for community-based, par@cipatory health promo@on; and (3) further develop the 
theore@cal concepts of vulnerability, othering and empowerment with special emphasis on the 
perspec@ves and experiences of refugees.1 In accordance with the principles of CBPR (Israel et al. 
2018), the specific refugee groups and topics adressed, the objec@ves and methodological 
procedures of the research collabora@on were jointly determined with the community partners. 
Refugees, community organiza@ons and service providers were involved as partners in the mul@-
sited par@cipatory study design.  

EMPOW Munich 

In Munich, community involvement was facilitated through a partnership with a service provider 
of mental health service to refugees (Refugio Munich). A diverse group of 10-15 newly arrived 
refugees were trained as peer researchers to conduct a photovoice project (Namutebi et al. 2021) 
and a peer survey with 273 refugees housed in shelters, par@cularly large AnkER facili@es in Bavaria 
(Huber et al. fc.). The results illustrate how social isola@on, uncertainty and loneliness were 
experienced in the COVID 19 pandemic thereby valida@ng and complemen@ng other findings on 
the detrimental effects of the pandemic and the shelter system on the (mental) health of refugees 
in Germany (Jahn et al. 2022, Rast et al. 2021, Razum et al. 2020). The experiences of the peer 
researchers were considered valuable data and examined through field notes and a focus group. 
This helped to shed light on the strengths and limita@ons of using a peer-based approach in health 
promo@on and refugee research, an approach currently gaining vast popularity in Germany (Huber 
et al fc.; Perplies et al. 2022) and elsewhere (Har@ng et al. 2021; WHO 2023). 

 

 
1 A note on terminology in the PH-LENS research unit: when we speak of ‘refugees’, we mean persons with a 
history of forced migration seeking protection in Germany. We are aware of the heterogeneity of this group in 
many respects, be it country of origin, legal status, age, gender, or personal history, and use the term “refugee” 
merely for better readability.  
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EMPOW Hanover 

In Hanover, community involvement was facilitated through a partnership with a community-
based associa@on for health promo@on in Lower Saxony (Landesvereinigung für Gesundheit und 
Akademie für Sozialmedizin Niedersachsen e.V.). Here, community partners developed a peer-
based support network for Arabic and Farsi-speaking refugee women (Mohammadi et al. 2021). 
Approximately 100 women par@cipated in the social media networks which were supplemented 
by individual peer consulta@ons and referrals to professional support services. The peer-based 
ini@a@ve proved par@cularly valuable for bridging gaps in accessing health and social services as 
well as support in case of gender-based violence. Minutes, field notes and focus group data were 
analyzed using par@cipatory (Nind 2011) and qualita@ve methods (Charmaz 2014). The findings 
show that a peer approach, facilitated through personal outreach and networking via social media, 
can promote the health of refugee women by enabling communica@on, building trust, 
strengthening self-help poten@als, and facilita@ng access to social resources, including social and 
healthcare services (Mohammadi et al. fc). However, there are also challenges and limita@ons of 
the peer approach. As refugee women the peers find themselves in a difficult life situa@on and 
their own vulnerability is amplified in the process of listening to the stories of and providing 
support to other refugees. In conclusion, peer approaches to health promo@on are only 
recommended provided sufficient support structures are in place. The findings also underscore 
the need to address gender-based violence not only prior to and during, but also following forced 
migra@on (Freedman 2016, Keygnaert et al. 2015). Community-based par@cipatory research can 
play a crucial role in comprehending and promo@ng women's health, especially when leveraging 
exis@ng resources and poten@al for empowerment (Krause 2014, Lindsjö et al. 2021). Yet the 
analysis illustrates the intricate connec@on between vulnerability and empowerment as a 
component of peer approaches (Mohammadi et al. fc). These findings enhance our understanding 
of health promo@on by shedding light on the unintended consequences of par@cipatory processes, 
especially in the face of the migra@on regime and the iner@a within social structures more 
generally. Despite the well-meaning efforts of health promo@on actors and ini@a@ves employing 
par@cipatory methodologies, these results underscore the challenges posed by persistent 
inequali@es and the resistance of social reali@es to change (Duijs et al. 2021, Gugglberger 2018, 
Paradiso de Sayu & Chanmugam 2016, Pickering et al. 2022, Roura 2021).  

EMPOW Berlin 

At the Berlin site, community involvement was facilitated through a community-based organiza@on 
mainly working with African diasporic communi@es (Global Empowerment and Development 
Associa@on, GEDA e.V.). EMPOW Berlin involved a group of refugees, ac@vists, public health 
specialists and social workers most of whom had migra@on experience from African countries. This 
group explored the impact of structural mechanisms of othering in the health sector and the 
migra@on regime including racism as well as ethical and methodological aspects of par@cipatory 
health research from a cri@cal, postcolonial perspec@ve in group discussions. EMPOW Berlin 
ini@ated a cross-site working group on research ethics to address the challenges involved in peer 
research and community par@cipa@on in the context of the EMPOW project and par@cipatory 
health research on forced migra@on more generally. The results of these cri@cal debates will be 
published shortly (Adams et al. fc.).   
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COVID-Related Challenges 

The ini@al proposal encompassed a cross-site analysis of results to develop theories on 
vulnerability, othering, and empowerment from the standpoint of different refugee groups. 
Unfortunately, this was largely hindered by the Covid-19 pandemic. The pandemic began shortly 
ater the EMPOW project commenced with dras@c consequences for the collabora@on. During the 
pandemic, members of the EMPOW project had no opportunity to meet in person and get to know 
each other. Most research-related ac@vi@es, coordina@on efforts and workshops had to be 
conducted online in the first two years of the project. This was par@cularly challenging for 
community partners who were living in asylum shelters where a lack of WiFi, technology and 
privacy, amplified by extended quaran@ne measures, severely hampered online par@cipa@on. 
Other community partners who were working for health and social services suffered from work 
overload which limited their ability to support EMPOW research ac@vi@es. For all project partners, 
university-based as well as community-based, unpaid care work, home schooling, sickness 
experiences, worries about the pandemic and subop@mal “home office” sewngs further 
complicated these challenges. As a consequence, we experienced delays in our efforts to establish 
community-based project structures at the three sites and severe barriers in terms of building trust 
and moving from partnership-related to research-oriented ac@vi@es in and across the sites (Huber 
et al. 2022).   

The original plan of the work program of the EMPOW proposal included five work packages (WP):  

1. Developing project structures (locally and on the overall project level);  
2. Par@cipatory case studies in three sites (Berlin, Hanover, Munich);  
3. Capacity building workshops and par@cipatory cross-site analysis;  
4. Theorizing vulnerability, empowerment and othering;  
5. Dissemina@on and sustainability.  

The COVID pandemic severely affected the research collaboration in all five work packages 
(03/2020-04/2022). The impact was not only felt vis-à-vis implementing and coordinating a multi-
sited study and collecting primary data, but also regarding the establishment of a collaboration 
between university-based and community-based partners as part of a participatory study for 
which trusting research relationships are indispensable. As a result of the Covid 19 pandemic, the 
project activities at the three sites and across the sites were delayed and all work packages had to 
be adjusted: WP 1& 2 could more or less be realized as planned, albeit delayed by 12-18 months. 
For example, the first meeting of the steering group of the overall EMPOW project (consisting of 
6 community partners from the three sites and 3 university-based partners) took place in 2021 
after the local working group at the Hanover site had finally been installed. In WP 3 three out of 
five cross-site workshops had to be conducted online which hampered both the cross-case analysis 
as well as the theorizing (WP 4). For example, racism evolved as an important component of 
othering as experienced and articulated by refugee community partners (especially those from 
African countries) at two sites. Yet, the discussion of this sensitive topic failed in a cross-site 
workshop due to the lack of a “safe space” in the online meeting of a very diverse group of partners 
who had never met in person beforehand (a problem we analyzed and shared publicly in Adams 
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et al. fc., von Unger at al. 2022). WP 5 has been realized in various co-authorship publications as 
described above. However, the goal of sustainability of the community activities in health 
promotion with refugees could only be achieved for one (out of two) of the female support 
networks in Hanover and for the community and advocacy work of the Berlin group where the 
partner GEDA e.V. had been planning on continuing this work on empowerment all along. At the 
Munich site, however, EMPOW did not succeed in creating or contributing to sustainable 
community action.  

Furthermore, the PhD project of Anna Huber was delayed and had to be re-designed. Given the 
immense Covid-related strains on the community partners, the decision was taken to situate the 
PhD in the affinity, but not within project collabora@on. Thus, instead of using data generated as 
part of the EMPOW collabora@on, Anna Huber collected and analyzed addi@onal data on her own 
(based on expert interviews and document analysis). Her qualita@ve study inves@gates the role of 
NGOs in the migra@on regime focusing on the controversies surrounding housing policies and 
shelter accommoda@on for asylum seekers in Germany using grounded theory methodology. Her 
disserta@on en@tled “Partner oder Kri@ker? Zur Rolle von NGOs im Migra@onsregime” [Partner or 
adversary? The role of NGOs in the migra@on regime] (working @tle) (second supervisor: Prof. Dr. 
Serhat Karakayali, Leuphana University) will be submi]ed in early 2024. 
 
Spaces for Reflexivity 

To tackle the COVID-related challenges within the project collabora@on with the community 
partners and project partners in Berlin (GEDA e.V.), Hanover (LVG/AfS e.V.) and Munich (Refugio 
Munich), we created addi@onal spaces for reflexivity. These included (1) the above men@oned 
cross-site “working group ethics”, (2) “reflec@on labs” and (3) par@cipatory focus groups to 
document and treat our own experience as research data. We analyzed and published the lessons 
learned (Adams et al. fc.; Huber et al. 2022; von Unger et al. 2022). For example, the “working 
group ethics” addressed the challenges encountered by the community partners, highligh@ng the 
par@cular strains and burdens placed on them in refugee research in general and in a par@cipatory 
research study under pandemic condi@ons in par@cular. In conclusion, we call for sufficient support 
structures to enable ethical conduct in peer-based approaches to health promo@on and 
par@cipatory health research with refugees (Adams et al. fc.) thus contribu@ng to a lively debate 
on the ethics of par@cipatory health research (Groot et al. 2021). The spaces we coined “reflec@on 
labs” provided a space for cri@cal self-reflexivity among the university-based partners and added 
to the methodological debate on reflexivity by illustra@ng the use of such tool for both supervisory 
and epistemic purposes in par@cipatory research (von Unger et al. 2022). Par@cipatory focus 
groups were conducted at all study sites to explore the effects of the Covid 19 pandemic on both 
the fields of study as well as the research collabora@on itself. In total nine (9) focus groups were 
conducted, recorded, transcribed and analyzed – including one with the LMU team moderated by 
two community partners. The publica@on of the results of these focus groups is s@ll ongoing (e.g. 
Odukoya et al. fc.). The results will add to the methodological debate and to the literature on 
refugee health regarding the intersec@onal vulnerabili@es and poten@als of empowerment 
through peer models of health promo@on with refugee groups.  
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Methodological Conclusions 

The challenges experienced in the EMPOW project were amplified by the Covid 19 pandemic, they 
were not, however, caused by it. Instead, they are rooted in social inequi@es and a basic 
methodological dilemma: the social inequali@es and structurally induced restric@ons on the social 
par@cipa@on of disadvantaged groups such as refugees can be addressed, analyzed and alleviated, 
but never dissolved in a project collabora@on. As Kelly & van Vlaenderen (1996:1244) aptly put it 
“The condi@ons which give rise to the need for par@cipatory methodology are quite the opposite 
of ideal dialogical condi@ons.” Par@cipatory research aims to achieve an equal collabora@on of 
community-based and university-based partners to pursue knowledge for change (Israel et al. 
2018). By sharing the epistemic power to define the issue, collect and analyze data, knowledge is 
co-created. However, co-crea@on must be accompanied by empowerment processes to ensure 
that the par@cipa@on of community members is more than strategic (or at worst a manipula@ve 
tool) (Wallerstein, 2006). Par@cipatory research is thus a highly ambi@ous endeavor that comes 
with a dis@nct set of opportuni@es and challenges including a) struggles in coming together as 
equal partners, b) dangers of perpetua@ng inequali@es, and c) the challenges of naviga@ng 
complex layers of rela@ons within the community (Anang et al. 2021, Muhammad et al. 2018). 
These fundamental challenges are especially relevant in the context of refugee research, where 
the structurally imposed disempowerment of certain partners—namely, those s@ll involved in an 
asylum procedure and/or fearing deporta@on—is par@cularly pronounced. Our methodological 
contribu@ons shed light on this problem (Odukoya & von Unger 2023, von Unger 2022, von Unger 
et al. 2022).  

In terms of devia@ons from the original concept and project proposal, digitaliza@on played a much 
greater role than expected out of necessity – both in the communica@on and collabora@on among 
project partners and when interac@ng with refugees in the respec@ve fields. Due to COVID 19, 
physical mee@ngs and workshops became unfeasible and this situa@on posed new challenges but 
also opportuni@es for par@cipatory research approaches generally (Slingerland et al. 2022). In the 
EMPOW project, the peer survey conducted in Munich was par@ally conducted online and the 
peer-based support network developed in Hanover was mainly based on social media. These 
online ac@vi@es were accompanied and supplemented by offline mee@ngs, for example in Hanover 
where sensi@ve informa@on was shared in confiden@al mee@ngs and telephone conversa@ons and 
the peers also accompanied referrals to professional health and social services. Ac@vi@es and 
approaches to quality-enhancing measures ensuring the validity and comprehensibility of our 
research findings involved repeated feedback loops and par@cipatory collabora@on between 
university-based and community-based partners, close collabora@on with a project advisory board 
consis@ng of health and migra@on researchers, human right ac@vists and community organizers, 
and also the presenta@on of preliminary results on various scien@fic conferences and lay forums 
(see below). We also reflected ques@ons of par@cipatory research through digital means in a 
podcast (“Highway to health” see project outputs 2.2 below). 

Contributions to the unit PH LENS: 

EMPOW took part in meetings and research activities of the research unit PH-LENS, including the 
interviews on our understanding of othering, the meetings with the International Advisory Board, 
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and various workshops. We presented at the PH-LENS conference “Paradise or Purgatory” and 
chaired a workshop on partnership approaches in research for partners of the research unit. 
EMPOW contributed to the discussions and theory building on othering in PH-LENS – taking a 
critical stance regarding the proposed concept of “inclusionary othering” and pointing to the 
stigmatizing and exclusionary effects of implicit assumptions that frame scientific concepts and 
arguments (such as “health system resilience” which frames migrant groups as stressors). EMPOW 
in turn benefited from PH-LENS, e.g. through feedback on its progress and the quantitative 
measures of the peer survey. Collaboration was particularly close with the subproject PROREF 
which also applied qualitative and participatory methods: in repeated online research workshops 
methodological feedback and advice were shared. Furthermore, the colleagues from PROREF and 
OTHER attended the EMPOW closing event in 2022 and shared their expertise in public health, 
refugee health and women´s health with the community partners and the public. 

2. Project-Related Outputs and Publications 

2.1 Organization of scientific events, measures for science communication 

• Workshop on participatory methodologies in migrant and refugee health research at the 14th 
European Public Health Conference in 2021 (see below). 

• Seminar on vulnerability, empowerment and refugee health at the 27th Congress “Armut und 
Besundheit”, March 2022, Berlin (see below). 

• 2-day workshop on participatory analysis in health research with refugees with Prof. Michaela 
Hynie (York University, Toronto, Canada), July 2022, Eine-Welt-Haus, Munich. 

• Closing event with presentations from all project sites and discussions with experts from 
communities, service provision and science, Sept 2022 in Hanover (see below). 

• Participatory development of a bilingual project website: www.empow-projekt.de 
• Various contributions to the (non-scientific) publications of our project partners aiming at their 

respective professional and lay audiences (see below). 

2.2 Publications with scientific peer review 

Huber A, von Unger H, Kühner A, Odukoya D & Reiter H (2021, 3. September) Reflec@on labs: Digital 
spaces for researcher reflexivity in par@cipatory collabora@ons. European Sociological 
Associa@on, 15th Conference of the European Sociological Associa@on. 

Huber A, Krasniqi S, M'Bayo R, Odukoya D, Wächter-Raquet M, & von Unger H (2022) Leben auf 
engstem Raum – Forschen auf Distanz? Par@zipa@ve Gesundheitsforschung mit 
Geflüchteten in der Corona-Pandemie. [Living in a confined space - researching at a 
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