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Abstract 

Protracted refugee situations are a world-wide problem, yet little research is available. Despite 

obvious practical obstacles, it is the individual that must decide whether to return, which is 

why it is interesting to examine if the choice is deliberate or involuntary. This thesis aims to 

specifically study why Liberian refugees, who fled from the civil wars in the 1990’s, still lives 

in the refugee camp Buduburam in Ghana, where they have stayed for more than two decades 

even though their living conditions are continuing to worsen. To understand their choice of 

not repatriating, the Rational Choice Theory and Social Identity Theory, which separately 

describes how and why individuals make decisions, are being compared. The former claims 

that people always make choices based on selfish and rational assumptions after considering 

both positive and negative consequences, and then choose the most profitable option. In 

contrast, the Social Identity Theory implies that an individual’s decision-making is based on 

group belonging, norms and surroundings. To further achieve the purpose of the study, the 

theories are applied to the empirical material gathered from semi-structured interviews made 

with eight refugees that stays in the camp, who individually describes their situation and 

reason for not repatriating. Lastly, the analysis discusses why neither of the theories has a 

complete explanation for the problematic situation, although interesting approaches are 

acknowledged.  

 

Key words: Protracted refugee situations, Repatriation, Liberia, Ghana, Buduburam 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: The interviews in this thesis were made in April 2017, when Ellen Johnson Sirleaf was 

still president in Liberia. In December 2017 Liberia held its first democratic handover in 

many years, where George Weah was elected to succeed (BBC, 2017). In the interviews, many 

of the responders discuss the Johnson Sirleaf-regime, which was still in power at the time.  
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1. Introduction 

Currently, approximately 20 000 refugees are situated in Ghana, and a significant amount of 

these fled from the two civil wars in Liberia during the 1990’s (UNHCR, 2015). The war 

officially ended in 2003, and the country has since then been considered peaceful and secure. 

Extensive reconciliation processes were established, as well as repatriation processes to return 

the thousands of refugees. Although many did return, a vast number of people are still living 

in a so called protracted refugee situation, which means that they have been living in a 

refugee camp for more than five years without any specific solution on their living conditions 

or future (UN News Centre, 2013).  

 

Humanitarian aid and financial support from international organizations to the refugee camps 

where the protracted refugees live have decreased or been completely withdrawn, and 

according to reports, the refugees are living without basic needs, security, and the possibility 

to work legally. UNHCR has expressed their concern about why the Liberian refugees do not 

return to their home country, and despite the worsened conditions in the Ghanaian camps, as 

well as the fact that Liberia has stabilized, there are still thousands of Liberian refugees living 

in Ghana (Omata, 2012).  

 

1.1 Background 

To apprehend why thousands of Liberian refugees have lived in Ghana for so long, this 

section will briefly describe the events leading to this. The conflicts in Liberia started long 

before the official civil war begun in year 1989. The country was throughout history governed 

by Americo-Liberians, who excluded indigenous tribes in national political and economic 

activities. In 1980, Samuel Doe ousted the regime, which relatively decreased the ethnic 

tensions. Although, when Doe’s own ethnicity Krahn dominated the government for a decade, 

Charles Taylor and his party NPFL invaded the country in 1989. With an army based on the 

ethnic groups Gios and Manos, the conflict escalated to a civil war (UCDP, NPFL, n.d.).  

 

Doe was murdered in 1990, and Liberia was then governed by a transitional regime with 

support from ECOMOG. Taylor and his NPFL then won the national election of 1997; an 

event that started the second civil war. Taylor, who cooperated with a rebel group in 

neighbouring country Sierra Leone, had the central role in what would be a ruthless war. 

While seizing power over the years, the army of NPFL grew and became infamous for 

recruiting children – drugging them and forcing them to fight and work. The war was 
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characterised by extreme violence, such as murdering, mutilating and raping of civilians as 

well as burning villages. The conflict was fuelled by illicit mining, forced labour and 

smuggling of diamonds, together with the Sierra Leonean party RUF (UCDP, NPFL, n.d.). 

Altogether, approximately 250,000 people were killed, and more than 750,000 refugees had to 

flee their homes (Kamara, 2003).  

 

When the war ended in 2003, by support from various countries, Taylor was indicted for war 

crimes and crimes against humanity for his involvement in the Sierra Leonean conflict. He 

was then sentenced to 50 years in jail (UCDP, NPFL, n.d.). A Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission was founded after the war, as an indication to a national healing process. Hence, 

it was to clarify the crimes that were committed and find out the truth, rather than to solve it 

on a legal level (Aggestam, Höglund, 2012, 282). Extensive Disarmament, Demobilization 

and Reintegration-processes (DDR) were established to integrate the former soldiers into the 

society and offer help for those who were injured, traumatized or otherwise participated in the 

conflict. Thus, the methods were criticised for disregarding women and children as well as the 

scarce resources allocated to counselling, therapy and reintegration. The lack of resources is a 

challenge particularly for a low-income country which recently suffered 14 years of civil war 

(Aggestam, Höglund, 2012, 265). Despite this, the democratising processes then became 

known for its high number of female participation, which eventually led to Ellen Johnson 

Sirleaf becoming president in 2005 along with many women entering political processes 

(Aggestam, Höglund, 2012, 220).  

 

As a part of the peace agreement, UNHCR established programmes to repatriate more than 

155,000 Liberian refugees that had fled outside their home country, stating it as evidence that 

Liberia was now peaceful and stabilized. In 2008, UNHCR launched yet another repatriation 

programme for Liberian refugees in Ghana, whereas an estimated number of 8000 people 

would return home. UNHCR offered $100 for each adult and $50 per child repatriating. This 

led to protests in Ghanaian refugee camps where mainly women demanded more money, 

which caused the police to detain hundreds of protesters (U.S. Committee for Refugees and 

Immigrants, 2009).  

 

As the repatriations proceeded, the financial means to refugee camps kept decreasing. Before, 

they at least provided different needs such as health care and education, which was 

completely cut off in year 2009 (U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, 2009). 
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UNHCR have expressed their concerns about why Liberian refugees do not return even 

though it is considered peaceful and safe at home, whilst the condition at refugee camps in 

Ghana is unfavourable. In year 2015, more than 5200 Liberian refugees still live in Ghana, 

mainly in Buduburam (UNHCR Factsheet, 2015).   

 

1.2 Definition of the problem 

The problem with Liberians in protracted refugee situations in Ghana is interesting to analyse 

because of its reflection on a global level. Two thirds of all the refugees in the world are 

situated in low-income countries, often in remote and insecure regions, with insufficient 

resources to support them (Omata, 2012). International agencies’ humanitarian assistances 

usually work with urgent basic needs, while there are limited resources for long term needs 

such as psychological help, repatriation and integration processes (Mels et al, 2010). 

 

Research about protracted refugee situations is deficient, and it is often only the problems 

about acute refugee situations that are observed (Mels et al, 2010). In cases where war is still 

occurring, the reason for refugees to not repatriate might seem obvious, and there is a general 

assumption that refugees should want to return as soon as the situation has stabilized at home. 

Therefore, this thesis will focus on the reason why Liberian refugees, whom have lived in 

unsafe refugee camps in more than a decade, will not return to their home country despite the 

seemingly improved standard of living in Liberia and the lack of resources in the Ghanaian 

refugee camp Buduburam.  

 

1.3 Purpose and research questions 

The purpose of this thesis is to get a profound understanding about why the Liberian refugees 

stay in a refugee camp in Ghana. Whether it is a deliberate choice or if there is any underlying 

reason to stay, two different theories will try to explain their non-repatriation. Semi-structured 

interviews will describe the refugees’ individual opinions about the problem, with the aim to 

develop an understanding about their situation as an addition to the otherwise inadequate field 

of research about protracted refugee situations.  

 

The following questions will be answered: 

- Why do the Liberian refugees not repatriate to their home country? 

- Can one of the theories Social Identity Theory or Rational Choice Theory explain the reason 

for their choice of staying at Buduburam in Ghana? 
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1.4 Delimitations 

While this thesis is about understanding why refugees do not repatriate, it is only focusing on 

a protracted refugee situation in the Ghanaian refugee camp Buduburam. As mentioned 

before, the situation there is a typical case that reflects other similar circumstances worldwide, 

and is considered safe enough to visit and make interviews in.  

 

The reason that only eight people were interviewed is mainly because of the limited time and 

size of the thesis. At least five people, and a maximum of ten, were predetermined to 

interview before arriving at the camp, although it was hard to find people who wanted to 

participate. The amount of eight people, four women and four men, was ideal to gather 

enough extensive material.  

 

This thesis will not try to find solutions to the problems, nor will it express all the wrongs 

concerning refugees; it focuses on understanding the refugees’ situation. Furthermore, the 

decision to use two theories to understand the problem is because they both, in various ways, 

explain why and how individuals make choices.  

 

1.5 Disposition 

After the initial chapter, which includes an introduction, purpose of the thesis, delimitations, 

previous research and background of the problem, the two theories Social Identity Theory and 

Rational Choice Theory will be presented. These are discussed and operationalized, and will 

later be used for the analysis. Chapter 3 is about which method is the most adequate to fulfil 

the purpose of the thesis – qualitative interviews. This chapter explains how the material is 

gathered, the selection of participants and how the empirical data will be analysed. Also, it 

discusses critique of the method as well as ethical considerations. Subsequently, the following 

chapter will present the results of the interviews made with the refugees at Buduburam 

refugee camp. Specific themes that focus on the purpose of the thesis will be described in 

depth, while a comparison scheme will bring clarity to certain questions. Then, in chapter 5, 

the theories are applied on the empirical results to further analyse their correlation. Lastly, a 

summary with a concluding discussion is made to complete the thesis.  
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1.6 Definitions 

Buduburam: Buduburam is the largest refugee camp in Ghana, situated 40 kilometres from 

the capital Accra. The camp was founded in year 1990 to host Liberian refugees, and this case 

is one of many protracted refugee situations that UNHCR have been trying to solve 

(Hardgrove, 2009, 486).  

 
Protracted refugee situation: A situation where refugees has been in exile for more than five 

years and staying in refugee camps. They have no solution in sight, and their basic needs such 

as economic, social and psychological rights are unfulfilled. Protracted refugee situations are 

an emerging problem worldwide, and keeps increasing (UNHCR, 2004).  

 

Refugee: A short version of the definition of a refugee is a person that had to leave his or her 

country of origin and/or residence because of armed conflict or other threats, and is unable or 

unwilling to return. Refugees are protected in international law through the 1951 Refugee 

Convention, which states that a refugee should not have to return to situations where their life 

or freedom might be in danger (UNHCR, 2010).  

 

Repatriation: According to the Cambridge Dictionary, repatriation means “to bring someone 

back to the country that he or she came from”. Whether it is voluntarily and the refugee’s 

choice or with an organized program by UNHCR, repatriation is seen as the ideal durable 

solution after a conflict (UNHCR, 2018). 

 

Returnees: UNHCR Population Statistics Database (n.d.) describe returnees as “Former 

refugees or internally displaced persons who return to their country of origin either 

spontaneously or in an organized manner”.  
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1.7 Previous research 

The problems with protracted refugee situations are not new; UNHCR started working with 

displaced people after the Second World War (Loescher, Milner, Newman, 2008, 125). 

Repatriation has since the 1980’s been a standard solution to refugee situations, and is 

recommended by UNHCR as the best option after a crisis. If refugees do not want to return 

home, there must be a local integration in the host state, or a settlement in a third country 

(Aggestam, Höglund, 2012, 246). Hence, before this happens, millions of refugees are still in 

refugee camps without their basic rights to education or self-sufficiency. In addition to this, 

the experiences one suffers in a camp has shown to have lifelong effects after leaving there 

(Aggestam, Höglund, 2012, 247). The repatriation of refugees appears to be a crucial step 

towards peace after a conflict, and UNHCR claims that the following factors have an impact 

on peace building:  

- The returnees show their support and trust in the new, peaceful situation after the conflict, 

both in a symbolic and practical way. 

- The social and economic reconstruction of the country benefits from returnees.  

- A conflict is not considered to be ended as long as a large number of citizens are refugees in 

other countries, therefore it is a distinct sign that the conflict is over once the refugees 

repatriate (Aggestam, Höglund, 2012, 250).  

 

Wallensteen (2012, 162) agrees on the importance of the return of refugees and its 

symbolism; that the reasons which made them flee have now changed. Many peace 

agreements include repatriation processes, but if the war was driven by ethnic cleansing it will 

be complicated to unite the population after years of conflict. While reconciliation processes 

often include DDR, it rarely withholds regulations and guidelines for returnees (Wallensteen, 

2012, 296). There is a need for compensation, although for things such as emotional and 

social concerns, that can never be replaced (Wallensteen, 2012, 4). 

 

Previous research shows that providing psychological help to refugees is often an 

overwhelming challenge. The research that does exist tends to focus on refugees in developed 

countries, which only hosts about 20 % of the world’s refugees (Mels et al, 2010). The author 

Crisp (2002) claims that many problems regarding protracted refugee situations can be 

explained by the fact that international economic and political actors do not prioritise to find 

solutions, and do not consider each individual’s choice.  
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Loescher, Milner, Newman (2008, 6) discusses whether protracted refugee situations could 

not only be a consequence of war but also a catalyst for conflict, because of its instability and 

insurgency. He mentions the conflict in Rwanda as an example, where these situations could 

have been a source for conflict. Among refugee camps, displaced communities that 

sometimes contain combatants and militants could be an environment to build fighting forces 

and rebel groups. A range of actors and challenges are included, such as social, economic and 

human rights issues. 

 

The UNHCR promotes repatriation as the best option for people in protracted refugee 

situations, and claims that most refugees want to go home. Omata (2012) on the other hand, 

criticise the assumption that returning home is the most appropriate solution, and discuss how 

that is only a simplification of the problem which in fact is much more complex. If 

repatriation was every refugee’s choice, why then would millions of people globally still be in 

refugee camps?  

 

Regarding if repatriation is a deliberate choice or not is problematic to investigate, hence the 

lack of research in the field. Kaiser (2010) implies that except practical difficulties with 

repatriation, there are plenty of other obstacles such as emotional, political and social reasons. 

From a survey made in Uganda, where Kaiser (2010) interviewed Sudanese refugees, most 

responders complained about limited assets to return home, as well as the political risks he or 

she might face. They also mention that there simply is no choice – it depends on what the host 

country decides for them.  
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2. Theories 

Two theories with approaches that are epistemological and ontological opposites will try to 

explain the problem with protracted refugee situations. Since the problem does not have any 

clear answer or solution, the theories are merely used to discover an understanding and 

possible explanation. Both theories focus on choices. The Social Identity Theory analyses the 

individual, although mainly in a context of groups and the dynamic within and comparing to 

others, and how that affects the behaviour of the individual. Hence, the focal point is to 

consider the structure, context and environment whereas the person itself is not viewed as a 

decision-making actor as it is within the Rational Choice Theory. With the latter perspective, 

the individual is rather seen as the sole decision-maker, with full responsibility for its choices. 

Within this theory there is no room for a contextual analysis to explain collective behaviour 

and changes. There are no interpretations based on background such as culture, history and 

ethnicity, which are central factors in the social identity theory.  

 

2.1 The Social Identity Theory  

The Social Identity Theory aims to understand relationships, norms and behaviours between 

as well as within groups, and therefore also tries to explain social changes (Spears, 2011, 

201). The theory derives from the constructivist anti-foundationalistic perspective, where 

human beings have a definitive role in the construction of their own surroundings. This means 

that personal interpretations of objects and events create a reality, which signifies that there is 

no such thing as an "absolute truth". Epistemological assumptions about knowledge are 

interpretivistic, whereas knowledge is described as a social process (Smith, 2013, 5). Thus, 

the theory implies that a person’s reality forms and changes due to their own experiences, 

with impact from our own environment such as family, education, political institutions and 

culture. During the process of creating an identity, one’s roles and personal values are often 

strengthened and established from the expectations of others (Chen, Boucher, Kraus, 2011, 

157).  

 

While the Social Identity Theory wants to explain how individuals’ personality depends on 

the intragroup processes, it also describes the procedure of social categorization in a group 

and their comparison to other groups. An individual defines his or her identity with a group, 

where common values and shared experiences might strengthen the members’ sense of 

belonging. A positive personal value is created while being part of a certain group, and is 
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usually increased when comparing to another group. Spears (2011, 203) indicates that 

processes like these are important for how a person perceives themselves and others, and 

membership in a group can therefore influence the personalities of individuals and strengthen 

their personal safety. Although this seems like a positive consequence of group identity, the 

social influence also impacts a person’s opinions and attitudes, which can be described as a 

way of individuals coping mechanisms to avoid resilience within the group (Spears, 2011, 

219). The identity theory analyses a group’s position against others, and argues that 

relationships between them are often based on status and power. When a group with a socially 

lower status is compared to another, a feeling of fear could appear, while a group with more 

power can disrespect groups with less (Spears, 2011, 219).  

 

From a peace and conflict perspective, Aiken (2013, 14) claims that some researchers 

consider groups and their identities, such as ethnic and religious, as being created by the 

actions and strategies from international actors. These groups are often correlated to a strong 

sense of belonging within human beings, and are also commonly connected to territorial 

affiliation. Even though the social identity theory states that identities are constantly 

changing, because of these territorial affiliations it can still be a slow process. Hence, the 

socially constructed sense of identity becomes relatively constant over time, and will 

eventually be seen as a reality.  

 

The theory is anti-foundationalistic; the way humans view their reality all depends on how we 

subjectively acknowledge and interpret things based on context, experience, background and 

social structures (Hay, 2002, 62). As a result, the identity is often complex and interacts with 

multiple abstract groups such as culture, religion and nationality (Spears, 2011, 220). The 

concept of identity generates a connection between the individual and the society, but the 

question is if the society affects and strengthen identities, or if it is the actions and behaviour 

of individuals that creates the society? The former perspective implies that societal structures 

control the behaviours and relations of human beings, as the latter implies that an individual 

has the possibility to create their own existence, and that changes in the society are due to 

individual behaviour (Maykel, 2005, 16). 

 

The construction of group identity is, as stated by the social identity theory, constantly present 

and works as a protection and defence mechanism against other different groups. For an 

individual to feel protected and supported by these abstract groups, the sense of belonging is 
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of great importance (Umaña-Taylor, 2011, 805). Seen to the protracted refugee situations, 

Moshman (2011, 918) suggests that people who have been forced to move from their home 

country are often loyal to their "original culture" and previous group belonging. For this 

reason, assimilation and integration can be more difficult to achieve. 

 

2.1.1 Operationalization of theoretical concepts 

The Social Identity Theory is often used to describe normative aspects of politics, and can be 

a factor to explain the dynamic within a complex civil war (Aiken, 2013, 13). Although, since 

the theory is constructivistic, it could be challenging to operationalize the abstract and 

changing identities. Hence, a broad, multidimensional comprehension is needed to applicate 

the theory in reality.  

 

Coming to a foreign country can entail significant changes in the formation of identity, 

especially for an individual in a protracted refugee situation. A person’s identity has then 

changed with new norms, cultures and experiences that may no longer be suitable for their 

homeland. To operationalize this, it is necessary to understand how the refugees view their 

own identities. Therefore, the interviews include questions about their social life in the 

refugee camp, their families, group identities such as ethnicity, and their overall sense of 

belonging. In a situation of returning home, they will have to adjust to their previous 

environment that was then familiar, but is probably different after a civil war. Socially 

constructed norms and values may have been replaced in a situation of war, and relationships 

that existed have most likely changed. Refugees that have been located abroad for many years 

can be viewed as strangers in their hometown, and they identify more with their group in the 

refugee camp. Rogge and Akol (1989) claim that people in protracted refugee situations might 

not view the term “repatriate” as going home anymore. To investigate this, and to 

operationalize this complex concept, interviews with the refugees must be made in order to 

comprehend their opinion about what home is to them. Where do they feel at home, and what 

does repatriation mean? With questions such as how they view Liberia nowadays, and their 

individual perspectives on their current life situation, it is possible to measure how their 

identities affect the choice of staying.  

 

2.2 Rational Choice Theory and Cost and Benefit Analysis 

Hay (2002, 7) implies that the Rational Choice Theory and its Cost and Benefit Analysis 

implicates that the individual is the central actor, and that he or she always use specific 
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preferences that are the most favourable in each situation. Rational assumptions are the basis 

in each choice a person does, which makes the theory deterministic and predictable. As the 

theory states, individuals always act in line with a given behaviour in each situation, and it 

insinuates that human beings are selfish since we want to achieve the best possible preference. 

This also means that the theory presumes that individuals have a complete knowledge of the 

surroundings, and on this basis, can make a rational, favourable choice (Hay, 2002, 103).  

 

The theory of Cost and Benefit Analysis claim that the self-interest of an individual controls 

and analyse ones’ options, to systematically choose the alternative that best can achieve 

benefits - and therefore decrease the costs and negative consequences. Even though this 

theory is mainly used in economic contexts, the “costs” within the theory can include 

anything that is of importance to the individual, such as social capital, which can also be a 

benefit (Hay, 2002, 52). 

 

The Rational Choice theory is a simplification of the reality, where predictable hypotheses is 

used to describe individual’s decision-making and behaviour (Hay, 2002, 39). A problem with 

this approach is that these simplified assumptions - that an individual's decisions are 

unchangeable and rational - makes it difficult for the theory to handle complex contexts (Hay, 

2002, 55). Since the theory focuses on an individual’s strategies and actions for decision-

making, and not on the environmental influences, there is no room for interpretation. The 

theory is epistemologically positivistic and claims that the truth is objective; a rational actor 

will in each context always make the same decision (Hay, 2002, 53).  

 

Furthermore, the environmental structures are not considered, as that would decrease the 

possibility of assumed conclusions. Hence, the changes in surroundings that may affect why 

an individual makes a certain decision can't be explained, which is one of the limitations of 

this theory (Smith, 2013, 5). The theory implies that there are no cultural, biological or 

psychological aspects that influence the decision-making, and although this could be seen as a 

flaw, it can be a useful tool to see a broader and more general understanding of social 

phenomena, since it is simple to explain them as consequences of human beings’ individual 

decisions (Boudon, 2009, 280). 
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2.2.1 Operationalization of theoretical concepts 

To operationalize the Rational Choice Theory, without taking norms, background and 

complex dynamics into consideration, is a challenge. Thus, the Cost and Benefit Analysis 

claims that every individual has its own preferences that eventually will determine the 

decision. With the perspective that the theory is rational and unequivocal its conclusions are 

usually simple and deterministic, and can preferably be used to generalize and predict patterns 

(Smith, 2013, 6). To get an understanding of why the Liberian refugees stay in Ghana, the 

theory implies that it is a rational choice made by each individual without any underlying 

factors. Therefore, the interviews must investigate what the refugees’ preferences and choices 

are, and preferably also what they consider being the positive or negative effects in staying or 

repatriating. According to the theory, the refugees choose the most favourable option, which 

in that case would be to stay in Ghana for all these years.  
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3. Method and material 

This thesis has mainly an abductive character, which signifies that both inductive and 

deductive approaches are combined to achieve the purpose. The deductive way means that 

there are predetermined theories that will try to explain the phenomenon of choice, yet it is 

also based on a social problem and the observation of protracted refugee situations (Dalen, 

2015, 123). The empirical data is combined with proven theoretical frameworks, which can 

then be used in a more general discussion for further results (Teorell, Svensson, 2007, 44).  

 

3.1 Design 

To achieve the purpose of this essay, a qualitative case study will be made in order to have a 

profound understanding of the complexity within protracted refugee situations. Consequently, 

the issues in Ghana appear to be a typical case, since research has shown that similar concerns 

occur in many countries. By choosing to do research in Ghana, generalized conclusions can 

also be applied to other situations. Although this is one of the reasons why a qualitative 

method was chosen, when only a few people are interviewed, the possibility to see 

correlations is decreasing (David, Sutton, 2016, 154). Hence, the purpose of this case study is 

to seek explanations in a specific situation in the society that affect people’s lives, and 

therefore this type of qualitative method is the best way to hear the individuals own stories 

and illustrate the problematic situation.  

 

3.2 Method of gathering 

The empirical material is gathered from semi-structured interviews with Liberian refugees in 

the Ghanaian refugee camp Buduburam. This type of interview is a useful way to get the 

subjective stories from each person, and to subsequently have insight about the situation in 

the refugee camp, as well as the responders’ personal reflections on why they are not 

repatriating. Teorell and Svensson (2007, 89) imply that since the problem concerns people 

and their living conditions, it is important that the individual narrations are being 

acknowledged.  

 

Given that the interviews are semi-structured, it is possible to variate the questions during the 

interview depending on the respondent, even though there is a specified draft questionnaire to 

ensure that the interview goes in the right direction. This will help clarify the purpose of the 

study, yet it is open for new perceptions. If the questions are too fixed and determined in 

advance, there is a risk that the answers from the respondent might not be as descriptive and 
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personal. On the contrary, there is a risk with having a completely non-structured interview as 

the respondent might discuss subjects that he or she cares more about (Teorell, Svensson, 

2007, 89). Also, since the interviewer’s role is smaller in that method, the respondent can 

choose to not explain certain things which can make the empirical material less 

comprehensive, and the purpose of the interview may not be fulfilled (Teorell, Svensson, 

2007, 90). The best way is therefore to let the respondent talk quite freely, while having 

prepared leading questions.  

 

3.2.1 Selection of participants 

While preparing for the case study, an anticipated number of people are requested for being 

interviewed, although this could change when arriving to the refugee camp. The selection of 

participants is an important part of the research, and according to Dalen (2015, 58) the 

number of respondents should not be too many because of the size of the research as well as 

time limits. Yet, there must be enough responders to be able to analyse, interpret and conclude 

the material further on. Also, since the subject of this essay is sensitive in many ways, it is 

important to make sure that the respondents are willing to answer personal questions.  

 

The people that has been interviewed for this research consists of four women and four men – 

there will be more personal information about them in the section of Empirical Results. They 

were all interviewed individually at the Buduburam refugee camp. Through a contact person 

that is involved with different programs in the camp, these eight people were asked to 

participate in the research. The number of respondents is relatively low; hence the purpose is 

to exemplify and emphasize individual stories rather than acquire statistics. The reason for 

choosing four women and four men was to capture if there might be any relevant differences 

between genders. Their ages also differ, from the youngest of 34 years to the oldest of 68 

years. What they have in common is that all of them came as refugees from Liberia to Ghana 

in the 1990´s, which puts them in a protracted refugee situation. Since they arrived to 

Buduburam in different stages of life, some as children and some as mothers or fathers, the 

widespread age range makes the survey interesting. The respondents’ have all agreed that 

their first names can be used for the thesis, as well as certain background information that 

brings relevance to the study.  
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3.2.2 Interviews 

Before visiting Buduburam, a draft questionnaire was developed, based on the theories used 

for this thesis, to prepare for the semi-structured interviews (see appendix 1 on page 37). 

Considering that this subject is sensitive in many ways, a structure of the interview guide was 

essential in order to make the responders comfortable enough to open up about their life 

stories. Following the advice of Dalen (2015, 35), a proper strategy would be to begin with 

simple questions to ease the circumstances, and further continue with the more emotional 

ones which clarifies the central themes and purpose of the thesis.  

 

3.3 Method for analysing data 

A thematic analysis will be used to interpret the data collected from the interviews. Different 

themes from the interview guide have been constructed to highlight the definition of the 

problem, and will later be used to code the empirical material. Then, the central parts of the 

respondents’ narratives will be emphasized (Dalen, 2015, 86). To accomplish an analysis of 

the data, the material must be structured. By systematically going through the transcribed 

interviews, categories will be organized in order to transfer the content to a theoretical level, 

whereas specific perceptions can be identified (Dalen, 2015, 78). Main categories, such as 

positive or negative answers, can then be divided into subcategories to get a broader 

understanding (Dalen, 2015, 88).  

 

The phenomenological system of analysis aims to achieve a comprehensive understanding of 

the data to engender empirical validity (Dalen, 2015, 19). To eliminate problems of internal 

validity within the research, it is crucial to transcribe, code and declare the answers from the 

respondents accurately. On the other hand, the external validity, also known as 

generalizability, is about whether the selection of participants for the specific research can 

generalize a greater population within this area (David, Sutton, 2007, 33). Dalen (2015, 116) 

claims that problems with validity is common in studies based on interviews, since the 

material that will be analysed consists of the respondents own words. Therefore, it is 

important to interpret them correctly. Regarding the reliability of this qualitative study, it is 

more difficult for other researchers to control the results than with a quantitative method. 

Again, to accurately declare information and an overall transparency is of great importance, 

so that the reliability and generalization can be credible.  
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3.4 Critique of method 

Since this essay aims to explain and understand refugees’ choice of not repatriating, it is more 

convenient to use a qualitative method with profound interviews. Although quantitative 

methods could contribute with interesting facts and common opinions about the problem, it 

could miss out on the more reflective answers that are needed to understand these kinds of 

complex situations. Quantitative methods, such as surveys that a larger number of people can 

respond to, is more simple and not as personal as interviews, which for some people make it 

easier to answer since they can be anonymous. Coming as a foreigner to interview people 

about sensitive subjects like this is a challenge, and could be perceived as intimidating.  

 

Also, something that needs to be considered, is that the interviewer beholds a certain position 

of power, for example between women and men. Situations like these could be prevented if a 

relationship of trust is created, which makes the situation with the responder more 

comfortable. Thus, it is important for the interviewer to be well prepared and have knowledge 

about possible cultural differences and have preferably spent some time at the refugee camp 

before interviewing. If the respondent is not comfortable about being interviewed, an 

alternative could be to have focus groups instead. To gather more respondents together and 

discuss issues in a group could make them feel more safe and relaxed, especially if they know 

each other from before. This might get them to be more open about sensitive topics, but there 

is also a risk that they affect each other with answers, or that some are withholding opinions 

to not criticise the group.  

 

If this research could be more comprehensive, especially for further research, an interesting 

addition would be to use a quantitative method to get a different view of the problem. Surveys 

can be used to do a preparatory work to see if there is any concrete, numerous differences or 

similarities between for example men and women. A selection can be made, to do interviews 

with groups that had certain answers. In the end, though, to fulfil the purpose of this study, the 

qualitative method is more suitable for achieving an understanding of the problem with 

protracted refugee situations. The interviews are not only answers to questions, but rather 

portraying living conditions and underlying feelings.  

 

3.4.1 Ethical considerations 

While interviewing, varied problems may appear. People react differently when talking about 

sensitive subjects, which is why it is very important that the interviewer has enough 
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background information about for example culture, history and any potential issues in the 

situation. The interviewer needs to be confidential and the responder must have trust in the 

interviewer to be able to give honest answers. Also, seen from the perspective of the 

interviewer, it is important to have some distance to the stories and not be too affected, even 

though the responders talk about serious and upsetting subjects (Dalen, 2015, 21).  

 

Dalen (2015, 20) emphasizes the importance of acknowledging possible stigmatisation in the 

society, to be aware of the eventual consequences for the respondents who participate in the 

research. They could be in a difficult position, whereas they do not want to reveal things 

about their past and especially not to a foreign interviewer. Being a refugee in a protracted 

situation could entail doubts for authoritarian agencies, and talking to a stranger could make 

the responder distance himself/herself and be scared to criticize the situation in the camp. To 

prevent this, it is essential to present the purpose of the study, explain to the responders that it 

is completely voluntarily for them to be a part of it, and that the answers are confidential 

(Dalen, 2015, 23).  
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4. Empirical results 

This section will present the results from the interviews. Firstly, backgrounds about each 

responder will be described, as an important part to understand the context in their answers. 

All the people that were interviewed have gone through severe life changing situations, and 

have been suffering for many years. Hence, this thesis will not try to illustrate individuals’ 

well-being, nor will it assess traumas, but to briefly explain the responders’ history is essential 

to analyse their way of thinking about repatriation.  

 

Secondly, two different charts were done, see appendix 2 and 3. They contain some of the 

most central questions from the interviews, and comprise short answers from each responder. 

This is made to get a clear view of their thoughts on each subject, to compare the answers 

between every individual, and to outline the main themes. 

 

Lastly, the main themes will be described in more detail, to further illustrate specific problem 

areas that can influence the refugees’ choice of not repatriating. Since a thematic analysis is 

used to interpret the interviews, certain themes will be detected from the transcriptions.  

 

4.1 Responders’ backgrounds 

Pam: Pam has been living in Ghana for 22 years. When she was thirteen years old, a rebel 

group came to her village to kidnap, rape and circumcise the girls. When captured by the 

rebels, she was forced to work and was constantly raped, which led to the birth of her first 

son. She got pregnant again, but when the rebels got into a fight with another group she saw 

her chance to run away. While hiding and traveling alone through the bush, pregnant and with 

an infant, she expressed how she had to drink water from a lake where human dead bodies 

were in. Eventually, the rebels found her and shot her and her son, who died instantly. She, on 

the other hand, survived and was later found.  

 

Maritin: Maritin has lived in Ghana for 26 years. A rebel group came to her village, raped all 

the women and killed the men, including her husband. Together with her five children, she 

fled through the bush in a truck that transports cattle.  

 

Princess: Princess, together with two children, arrived in Ghana 28 years ago, just when the 

war started. Rebels came to her house and forced her oldest son to rape her, and then 
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murdered both him and her husband. They cut up her husband’s dead body, and forced her to 

eat his heart. When she refused, they set her body on fire while her two youngest children 

were watching. All the other children were kidnapped to join the rebel group for child labour. 

One of her neighbours found her tied up, unconscious, and helped her escape.  

 

Mabiel: Mabiel first fled to Ivory Coast in 1999, but could only stay for three years because of 

the war that escalated there. Her entire family was murdered by the NPFL in front of her eyes. 

With her two children following from Liberia, she arrived in Ghana in 2002.  

 

Collins: Collins came to Ghana alone at the age of 16, in 1996. His family is from the same 

tribe as Samuel Doe, and rebels wanted to eliminate the entire family because of his father’s 

position in the government. According to Collins, a man named Prince Johnson, who is 

currently the senior senator of Nimba County (Mbayo Johnson, 2017), ordered the killings. 

Rebels murdered his family when he was in school, and he managed escaping to Ghana.  

 

Enoch: Enoch has stayed in Ghana for 27 years. His family was threatened because of its 

ethnicity, but everybody except him chose to stay in Liberia. He was only 8 years old when he 

left, and had to walk for days through the bush to enter across the Ivorian border. He ran away 

because he was scared that the rebels would captivate him and force him to fight, and claims 

that soldiers would kill all the young boys if they refused to rape their own mothers. He got 

shot, but survived, and then decided to leave. His years in Ivory Coast were hard because it is 

a francophone country and he only spoke English, so he continued to Ghana.  

 

Daniel: Daniel came to Ghana in 1996. A rebel group came to his family’s house and tortured 

everyone. They sodomised him, raped his mother and burned his father alive. When the 

neighbours saw the smoke from the fire, they came to rescue them. Daniel was the only one 

alive, barely. The West African Peace Keeping Force treated him for a week, and helped send 

him to Ghana.  

 

Nelson: Nelson arrived in Ghana in 2002, after spending nearly six years in a shelter in Ivory 

Coast. His family was murdered but he managed to escape. Through support from ECOMOG, 

he could go to Ivory Coast, but says that life there was dreadful. The Ivorian civil war erupted 

in 2002, and Nelson had to flee to Ghana.  
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4.2 Main themes 

Following three main themes has been selected throughout the interviews, and will be further 

explained to understand the responders’ choice of not returning to Liberia.  

 

4.2.1 Life in Ghana 

All the responders express how hard their life is in the Buduburam refugee camp. They 

discuss the difficulties with finding a job and to have a proper standard of life. Since there 

seems to be problems to get work permits, or even personal documents such as ID-cards, 

there is not much they can do about it. Collins mentions that because of the lost documents 

from his home country he is stateless, and therefore are not allowed to have a job.  

 

Mabiel felt safe when she first arrived to Ghana, as many others also said, when the Ghana 

Refugee Board provided basic needs. Although, nowadays the funding has decreased and 

there is little or no support to get. Daniel explained how he was a medical student in his home 

country and wanted to continue his studies in Ghana, but was discriminated and denied the 

opportunity to study. He is concerned about his son, who is now ten years old and was born in 

the refugee camp, and that he won’t have a better future.  

 

Four of the responders explain that language barriers are an issue; that because the Liberians 

in Buduburam did not learn the local languages spoken in Ghana, they cannot move 

somewhere outside the camp. This problem correlate with integration – many responders feel 

that they are not welcome in Ghana and that Ghanaians in general are hostile towards 

Liberians specifically. Some stated that the Ghanaian government claimed that the refugees 

were a threat to the national security because they thought that rebels were in the camp.  

Poor mental health appears to be a common problem among the refugees. Many of the 

responders mention how they are constantly worried and scared. Three of them says that they 

consider committing suicide because they do not see any solution to their lives. Collins opens 

up about how he does not feel good about himself, that he is ashamed of his life. Pam also 

says that she does not want to live anymore, that she cannot even take care of her own 

children. She barely eats or sleeps, because of her constant thoughts of the past. They all 

express a sort of hopelessness, that there is no future for them. Many of them also express 

how they have no one to talk to, and have never gotten any support.  Maritin says that because 

they all have individual problems, no one talks to each other about the things that happened to 

them during the war.   
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4.2.2 Thoughts about Liberia 

Seven out of the eight responders does not have contact with anybody from Liberia. Some 

barely wants to talk about it, and says that it brings up too many bad memories. They all 

describe that their pasts include extreme violence, rape, torture and murder of family 

members.  

 

Many of the individuals that were interviewed talked about the politics in Liberia, and 

insinuates that it is not peaceful at all. They show little trust in the government, specifically 

for Ellen Johnson Sirleaf. Daniel mentions that since Johnson Sirleaf showed support to 

Taylor during the war, he does not trust her and claims that her intentions are bad. Princess 

says that she does not consider Liberia being peaceful at all, since the rebels who hurt her are 

still there and got amnesty during the DDR-process. Maritin agrees, saying that she would 

never feel safe living there because of the bad people from the past. Many of the responders 

had to flee their homes because of their ethnicity, and are therefore scared to even exist in 

Liberia. Especially the ethnic group Krahn, which is the same as Samuel Doe was, have been 

threatened, and Collins says that even his name could be a reason for him to face a political 

threat if he would repatriate.   

 

Many, Nelson for example, imply that the peace in Liberia is very fragile. He discusses why 

the country still have peace keeping forces there, while at the same time claiming that it is 

peaceful. He fears the government, meaning that the politicians who were involved in the civil 

war still have power and no one can protect the citizens from the government.  

 

4.2.3 The choice of staying 

The responder’s express individual reasons for not going back to their home country, although 

many of them have similar concerns.  

 

Many are sceptical to the role of the UN, and how they have offered help in repatriation 

processes. Even though there have been options to repatriate, the responders say that the 

support is insufficient. To quote Daniel: “The UN thinks that they help us because they give 

us the chance to go back, but most of us do not want to go back. Go back to what? Only bad 

memories, no family and further conflicts. The UN does not talk to us or ask us what we 

want”. Enoch agrees, stating that even if UN wants to help people to go home, the majority of 

the refugees do not have homes there and nothing to return to. Many of them wish to resettle 
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in a third country. This should be an option for individuals in protracted refugee situations, 

but the responders express how they did not get this kind of support from UN. Princess adds 

that the UN told her that they didn’t have a plan for her, since she neither wanted to stay in 

the camp, nor go back to Liberia. She has a hard time making a living in Ghana, but at least 

feels safe, because if she would go back to Liberia the rebels would recognize her. Collins 

says the same, that because of his name and ethnicity he would be threatened in his home 

country. Also, Enoch says that he does not trust the politicians enough to feel safe back home. 

His brother was arrested some years ago, and claims that his family still gets harassed for 

their ethnicity. 

 

All the responders talk about how their emotional stress, because of what they suffered during 

the war, is the main reason for not repatriating. For example, Mabiel says that she is 

constantly reminded of what happened to her family, so she could never go back to that same 

environment. They all have terrifying experiences from their home country, and everybody 

agrees on that because of this they can never go back.   

 

The hopelessness among the responders is clearly visible. Comments like “It is not for me to 

decide” and “I do not have anywhere to go” were common during the interviews. Nobody 

expresses that they like their existence in Ghana, nor that they wish to go back to Liberia. It is 

not their own preferences to stay, but they are determined to not repatriate. Even if they are 

offered money, which they were during the repatriation programmes years ago, Princess says 

that she would never go back. It is certain that all of the respondents feel that they do not have 

a choice but to stay at Buduburam. For various reasons, such as mental illness, financial 

problems, political issues, all the responders say that they have nowhere to go.  
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5. Analysis 

This part of the thesis intends to combine and analyse the two theories with the empirical 

results. Since three different main themes were detected during the interviews, following 

chapter will continue to use these. Life in Ghana is supposed to show how the refugees view 

their own current living conditions, to further connect it to the reason why they do not 

repatriate. This is meant to see if there are any particular reasons for them to stay. The section 

about Thoughts about Liberia will additionally explain the responders’ feelings about their 

home country, to more precisely understand how they feel about their past as well as the 

present Liberia. Lastly, as an important part to fulfil the purpose of the thesis, the section 

named The choice of staying, combines these three parts, to comprehend if and why they 

choose to stay at Buduburam refugee camp.  

 

5.1 Life in Ghana 

Since the Social Identity Theory views relationships, norms and surroundings as central 

factors for an individual’s decision-making, it was important to analyse the responders’ 

feelings about this specifically. The theory claims that a person creates their own reality from 

experiences with influence from family, culture, education and history. The theory also 

explains how personalities form by group identity and social categorization, and the 

importance of belonging to a group. Due to this, a person can feel safer when being in a 

group. It is thus likely that refugees somehow identify with the group of people in the camp 

more than with citizens in the new country, where they feel that they do not fit in. While 

comparing the answers from all the respondents, many of them claim that they have not 

integrated in Ghana. All of them says that they do not have jobs, and how their living 

conditions make them unhappy. Many mention the difficulties with language barriers, and to 

not be accepted or welcomed by Ghanaians. They must adjust to new norms and cultures in 

order to fit in, but the respondents say that they never got the chance to integrate. They were 

forced to leave behind much of what they earlier identified with, such as family, work and 

geographical locations. Hence, the identity is being torn between the old self, alongside the 

new situation with norms and values they must accept. This can be confusing, especially for 

those who came alone and do not have family members to remind them of their earlier life.  

 

As the Social Identity Theory states, positive personal value strengthens while belonging to a 

group - which can be a reason why most of the responders are unhappy. They do not have the 

same sense of belonging to the new country and its culture, and therefore adjust to their life in 
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the camp where the people have many different nationalities and are merely forced to get 

along. This could, according to the Rational Choice Theory, be a social cost when measuring 

what is more preferable for them, whereas a favourable option is to stay in Buduburam with 

people in similar circumstances, rather than integrate in Ghana. Protracted refugee situations 

are specifically complex since refugees develop a view of identity to the life in the camp 

where they involuntarily live. While being isolated and not managing to assimilate in the host 

country, people who have fled from war and terror might feel more connected to individuals 

that has a resembling background, instead of the citizens in the new country of residence. 

Another benefit, as seen from the Rational Choice Theory, could be that many of the 

responders expressed how they felt relatively safe in Ghana. Although most of them said they 

felt much safer when arriving years ago, and that safety in general has decreased in the camp, 

they appreciate that Ghana is a peaceful country.  

 

5.2 Thoughts about Liberia 

As mentioned before, group identities are common within civil wars where people are often 

loyal to their ethnicity and territorial belonging. This was typical for Liberia in the 1990’s, 

where ethnic violence was common. In accordance with the Social Identity Theory, a person’s 

reality is based on how they interpret situations. Thus, if a person has felt disappointed by its 

own group, such as nationality, ethnicity or family, it is hard to regain that trust. Everybody 

except one of the responders do not have a relationship nor contact with any family in Liberia, 

and says that they do not view it as their home anymore. Many explained how their ethnicity 

was a reason for them to run away – they felt neglected by the majorities, whereas Collins and 

Enoch for example (appendix 3, page 39) discuss how they still feel threatened because 

people of their ethnicity were haunted and murdered during the war.  

 

The Social Identity Theory implies that this can be a reason to stay in the host country despite 

the wretched living condition in refugee camps, rather than return to what used to be their 

home. By moving back to their original country of residence, their new sense of belonging 

may collide with groups back home in many different areas, such as the political, economic 

and social life. A new group belonging can also increase the “us against them” way of 

thinking, which can trigger conflicts between separate groups. A new identity has been 

created, whereas the reconnaissance from their home is no longer as strong and the cultural 

belonging to their home country is becoming more distant.  
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Many of the respondents talked about how they would feel unsafe back in Liberia. Safety 

could be one of the “costs” that the Cost and Benefit Analysis within Rational Choice Theory 

discusses, and if so, the refugees have weighed in the positive and negative effects with 

repatriating, where safety is a significant reason for people to feel happy and content. The fact 

that Liberia is stabilized and more safe nowadays may not be reason enough for a refugee to 

return, having to face the environment that was once hostile. The refugees might risk being 

discriminated if they belong to a certain ethnicity, or could be viewed as traitors for leaving 

the country during the war and will not be accepted when returning. In that case, the social 

costs would be significant. The Social Identity Theory call it a group identity, which also 

creates some sort of defence mechanism and scepticism against other groups.  

 

Additionally, the responders imply that they do not trust the political system and its 

politicians ruling the country, nor do they trust that the peace is permanent. After the war 

ended, many of the former soldiers were included in DDR-processes, which gave them 

amnesty and a chance to re-establish their lives. Maritin and Princess (appendix 2, page 38) 

said that because of the knowledge of their perpetrators still being free, there is no possibility 

for them to return.  

 

Enoch, the only responder who still talks to his family back in Liberia, mentions how he feels 

embarrassed and less of a man if he would go back, since he cannot contribute with money or 

assets to his family. Although it is not possible to work in Ghana, he claims that it would be 

even harder in Liberia. The Rational Choice Theory would suggest that one of the 

disadvantages with returning is the financial struggle and problems with settling a proper 

standard of living.  

 

5.3 The choice of staying 

When using the Cost and Benefit Analysis to understand the problems with protracted refugee 

situations, it must be explained by the assumption that individuals make the rational decision 

to stay in a refugee camp simply because they benefit more from staying rather than going 

back or in other ways changing their situation. Accordingly, the refugees should have taken 

the positive and negative consequences into consideration, and decided that staying in 

Buduburam means more profits than returning home. For example, many of the responders 

complain about financial problems, and that they would not have a place to stay if they went 

back to Liberia. On the contrary though, they are not working in Ghana which should mean 
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that none of the options benefits the individual completely.  

 

A frequent topic in the interviews is about safety in both Ghana and Liberia, though the 

majority express that Buduburam feels safer than going back. The concept of safety is 

accounted for when considering the option of staying or leaving, and could therefore be an 

explanation for their choice.  

 

The mental health issues are widespread; many of the respondents live with constant fear and 

want to commit suicide as the only solution to their life situation. None of them have gotten 

any sort of psychological support after the incidents during the war, yet many say that the 

main reason for not going back to Liberia is because of what they suffered during the war. 

These are both emotional and social costs that keep holding them back in the refugee camp – 

together with the insecurity that may occur with repatriation. A significant emotional cost that 

probably affects all the individuals is the fear of having to relive the traumas they have gone 

through years ago. The Social Identity Theory could also explain this by saying that it is 

confusing for refugees to find their identity, since it is so strongly connected to ethnicity, 

nationality and territorial affiliation, which were all taken away from them in times of war. 

This aggravates the possibility for group belonging, and could risk individuals to feel lonelier 

and resigned.  

 

When the question “do you want to stay here?” was asked, everybody said no. The reasons 

were varied, but they all agreed on that they do not want to stay, but have no choice. Also, 

when the question “why are you not going back?” was discussed, all the responders said, with 

different words, that they simply cannot repatriate. Hence, this is a choice they make – 

refusing to go back – which seems like a rational choice for their own self-interest. On the 

contrary, the Social Identity Theory would suggest that they refuse because of their current 

sense of belonging that has been created from their experiences in the past. Many do say that 

the reason for not repatriating is because of the traumas from the war, whereas they could 

never go back to the place where family members were murdered and their villages destroyed.  

 

What is certain is that all the responders want to go somewhere else. They do not want to stay 

in Ghana, nor return to Liberia. They talk about moving to other countries, but hopelessly 

explain why it is not possible. Worried about the future, they all say that it is not for them to 

decide where to go, but they must rely on the UN. The lack of aspirations in life are clearly 
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visible because they do not know what will happen to them. Which theory can explain this is 

yet to comprehend, since both theories discuss how individuals make choices. It is thus hard 

to explain when there is no choice to make.  

 

The fact that many declare that they want to move to another country shows that they have 

desires and ambitions in life, but cannot reach them because of practical obstacles. When a 

majority claims that it is not for them to decide what happens to them, it is not about choice 

anymore – it is rather about options. The Rational Choice Theory has a simplistic perspective, 

which assumes that people make the most favourable choice in each situation. Although, this 

only works if the person has a complete knowledge of the surroundings, being able to weigh 

in pros and cons, and further make a rational choice. Thus, it disregards "lesser of two evils" 

cases. The refugees that participated in this case study did not have all the information, and 

not enough possibilities to make the choice they want. In the end though, staying in 

Buduburam could be more socially and emotionally feasible and beneficial if the only 

alternative is to repatriate to Liberia. The Social Identity Theory would say that their sense of 

belonging and new kind of identity suits their lives in the refugee camp more than the options 

of going back or integrate, and that they therefore choose to stay in the less unsafe place.  
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6. Discussion 

When using a qualitative method with interviews, a deeper insight of the situation is 

achievable. Although, the problem with the validity and reliability are increasing when the 

results are based on interpretations and personal stories, and there is a risk for 

misunderstandings. The problem with generalization would probably lessen if a quantitative 

research method were used, but for the purpose of this thesis specifically a qualitative method 

is more suitable. It is a challenge to analyse the empirical result since the answers from the 

respondents are based on feelings and their subjective stories. Hence, there cannot be any 

absolute truths and results in this thesis. Perhaps that is also why there is limited research 

about it; not only because the problems with protracted refugee situations are often 

overlooked, but also because no one can fully comprehend how to find answers and solutions.  

 

To decide the method and study design was complicated, as the thesis is based on two notably 

different theories. The Rational Choice Theory mainly wants to discover general, predictable 

results whereas a quantitative research method would be preferable. The Social Identity 

Theory, that is constructivistic in its approach, would be better suited with a qualitative 

method to design the study where results are based on fewer yet more detailed interviews with 

subjective opinions.  

 

The two theories that were chosen for this thesis are theoretically different, but they can both 

explain one problem. It is thus complex to operationalize and measure concepts within both 

theories, such as norms, group identities and choices. Though, one of the advantages with the 

Rational Choice Theory is its ability to generalize situations and predict patterns, when the 

Social Identity Theory rather explain the past and its impact on the present, as well as why 

and how certain choices may have been made.  

 

To understand why the Liberian refugees do not repatriate has according to the UN been a 

conundrum. While trying to explain the phenomenon with the Rational Choice Theory, the 

theory is apparently insufficient. It is obvious that the refugees’ living conditions are 

constantly worsening, and they are not happy about their lives at all. They have no jobs, 

lacking basic needs and barely has any family left. Living in a protracted refugee situation 

means to be constantly financially and socially vulnerable, and many human rights have been 

taken away from them. Still, they do not change their situation to the better. How this can be 

viewed from the Rational Choice theory is difficult, since all the above-mentioned factors 
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would count as definitive negative consequences – and therefore not a favourable choice. 

Although, the theory might suggest that considering the options that the respondents have – 

either to return or to stay – they at least make the best choice possible. For them, there is 

nothing beneficial with repatriation. On the contrary, the Social Identity Theory focuses on 

the opposite – on how group belonging can strengthen the individual’s view of identity and 

thus make them feel safer. The Rational Choice Theory could claim that it is then a choice 

that people do, to belong in a group for its selfish benefits. What the Social Identity Theory 

does account for is underlying reasons to why people act the way they do, and how strong 

group thinking can be. It is obvious that none of the theories can explain the problem entirely, 

hence a broader perspective correlating politics, economics and other social conditions is 

needed to fully understand. The respondents simply say that they alone do not even have a 

choice, and implies that others, such as the UN or the host country, has control over them. It is 

not their choice to stay in a miserable situation, they only do it because they have no other 

options.  

 

6.1 Further research 

Various topics and issues appeared while writing this thesis. Overall, there is need for more 

research within this field, in many different areas. One of them would be if and how refugees 

were included in DDR-processes, and whether their participation would change the outcome 

of the problem. The refugees were not a priority in the processes after the Liberian civil wars, 

and it would be interesting to compare this to a situation where refugees were more included. 

Also, the repatriation programmes that were established got criticised a lot, hence another 

investigation would be to compare the Liberian one to another, more successful programme. 

Furthermore, the solution that all the respondents would prefer was to resettle in another 

country. Since this, as stated by the UNHCR, is one of three options to solve protracted 

refugee situations, it would be interesting to examine how realistic that is, and how it would 

be implemented. Another major problem that became visible during the interviews were the 

one with mental health issues. The respondents described how they were miserable and 

unhappy with their lives, whereas an analysis should take place to further know how and if 

they can get the help they deserve.  
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7. Conclusion 

The problem with refugees who do not repatriate despite staying for decades in refugee 

camps, especially in low income countries, can be viewed as a social issue on many levels and 

is recognized as a global problem. This case study specifically investigates the protracted 

refugee situation in the Ghanaian camp Buduburam, where thousands of Liberian refugees 

have been staying since the 1990’s when they fled from the civil wars.  

 

Even though several repatriation programmes have been organized through UNHCR, and 

many actually did repatriate, thousands of Liberians are still in Ghana with no work permits, 

no support from organizations, inadequate basic needs and no psychological help for the 

traumas that they suffered in the war. The civil wars in Liberia was infamous for being 

extremely violent, where rape, murder, mutilation and child labour was frequent. Even though 

the war ended in 2003, and extensive DDR-programmes were established, the refugees 

fleeing the country were not accounted for enough help. Despite this, the UN says that 

repatriation is an important step in peacebuilding processes, to show that the once war torn 

country is now peaceful enough to take back its citizens that were forced to leave.  

 

The purpose of the thesis was to understand why the Liberian refugees living in Buduburam 

do not return home, even though Liberia nowadays is believed to be peaceful. To find out 

why they choose to stay in Ghana, two different theories have been used, which both explain 

how and why people make choices. The Rational Choice Theory implies that individuals 

make rational choices every time, after comparing the negative and positive consequences and 

from that chooses the best option. On the contrary, the Social Identity Theory describes a 

person’s decision-making as based on contexts of groups dynamics, in comparison to others 

and collective behaviour. The theory is based on subjective interpretations of the reality and 

intragroup processes within for example ethnicity, nationality and other groups that may 

entail a sense of belonging for the individual.  

 

To examine why the refugees stay, a qualitative method with semi-structured interviews was 

the best option in order to acquire an insight of the problem. Interviews were made with eight 

people living in Buduburam, where they got to tell their versions of the life in a protracted 

refugee situation, how they feel about their home country, as well as if and why they want to 

stay in Ghana. The respondents all agreed on that they were not happy in their current life 

situation. Thus, they refuse to repatriate because of various reasons, but are continuously 
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struggling in Ghana. They all feel hopeless, with no solution in sight or aspirations for the 

future. They expressed concerns about economics, the diminishing support, that they did not 

integrate, and for having mental health issues deriving from their past. Many of the 

respondents also talked about how they would feel unsafe back in Liberia.  

 

The theory of Rational Choice and the Cost and Benefit Analysis explains the problem as a 

fact that individuals choose the less of two evils; staying in Ghana is at least peaceful and 

relatively safe. Going back, having to face the environment where all the tragic events from 

the war happened, is the main reason for the respondents to not repatriate. This is, according 

to the Cost and Benefit Analysis within the Rational Choice Theory, seen as an emotional cost 

which would be explained as the most important reason for their choice. Some of the 

respondents expressed that they fear to see the perpetrators that once murdered their family, 

which is a strong argument for not going back. The Social Identity Theory on the other hand, 

would explain it as the respondents have gotten a new group belonging in the refugee camp 

with the people living there, and do not feel any identity affiliation with the people living in 

Liberia. Being surrounded by people that have gone through similar events can make them 

feel more connected to those in Buduburam. They lack the social security back home, fear for 

their safety and are facing complications with starting over. Simply, they do not see Liberia as 

their home anymore, because their identities have now adjusted to the refugee camp. A lot 

have changed in 20 years after a civil war, hence they must adapt to the new life in Liberia. 

Identity changes is a slowly changing process, and being able to readjust it to either integrate 

or repatriate is a challenge. The benefits each one gets in the camp, although they seem 

severely small, still outweigh the risk of returning to Liberia. The respondents have their own 

personal explanations for not going back, but there is a mutual opinion of fear about Liberia.  

 

To summarize, the refugees in protracted situations claim that they simply do not have any 

choice to make. In their perspective, repatriating is impossible because of either emotional, 

financial or political reasons. Neither do they want to stay in Ghana, and express how they are 

trapped in limbo with nowhere to go. They do not have the financial means to move 

somewhere else, gets no support, and have to settle with living as refugees. After all, there are 

too many obstacles standing in the way to achieve the choice they would in fact prefer. After 

analysing the problem about refugees not repatriating with two different theories, the results 

show that none of them can surely explain the respondents’ choices of staying in Buduburam 

– because according to them they do not have a choice.  
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Teorell, Jan & Svensson, Torsten (2007) Att fråga och att svara. Samhällsvetenskaplig metod, 
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Appendix 1: Interview guide  

 

1) Name, age, family, work?  

 

2) How do you feel about staying here at the camp?  

 

3) How do you get access to basic needs such as food, water, electricity? Are you providing it 

for yourself or is someone helping you, such as relatives abroad, organizations, UN? 

 

4) How is your relationship with other Ghanaians and Ghana overall? Did you feel welcomed 

here?  

 

5) Do you have any contact with someone, for example friends or family, in Liberia? Why 

not/how often?  

 

 

6) When did you come to Ghana?  

 

7) Where in Liberia are you from? Did you participate in the war?  

 

8) How did you come to Ghana? Did you come alone or with someone?  

 

9) Do you still remember and think about the war? Do you have any trauma, and if so, have 

you received any help to manage it? 

 

10) What do you miss about your previous home? 

 

11) Do you still feel some kind of connection with Liberia? Do you see yourself as a 

Ghanaian or Liberian?  

 

 

 

12) Is there a specific reason to why you do not return to Liberia?  

 

13) Do you know anyone who have repatriated?  

 

14) Have you been offered to participate in UNHCR’s repatriation program?  

 

15) How do you see your future? 

 

16) Where would you prefer to live?  
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Appendix 2: Female respondents 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WOMEN 

How is your 

current life 

situation? 

Do you have 

family in 

Liberia? 

Do you want 

to stay 

here? 

Why do you 

not 

repatriate? 

In the future, 

where would 

you like to be? 

 

 

Pam 

41 years old 

 

Came to 

Ghana in 

1996 

 

“I have children, 

but cannot 

provide for 

them. I am 

unhappy, I do 

not eat or 

sleep.”  

“No, I ran 

away as a 

young girl and 

never saw my 

family again.” 

“I have no 

choice but to 

stay, I have 

no life to 

decide for 

my own. I do 

not fit in 

anywhere.” 

“Because of 

the things that 

happened to 

me in 

Liberia.” 

“I have nowhere 

to go, I want to 

commit suicide.” 

 

 

Maritin 
68 years old 

 

Came to 

Ghana in 

1992 

 

“At least I have 

a place to stay, 

but I have no 

choice. I have 

five children, 

they are all 

staying here in 

the camp.” 

“No, my 

whole family 

was murdered 

in the 

beginning of 

the war.” 

“It is very 

difficult for 

me here, but 

at least it is 

peaceful. I 

have no 

choice but to 

stay.” 

“Because it’s 

not safe for 

me. The 

people that 

attacked me 

are still there, 

I would never 

feel safe.” 

“I am too old to 

do anything, but I 

wish for my 

children that they 

can do something 

with their lives. “ 

 

 

Princess 

64 years old 

 

Came to 

Ghana in 

1990 

“Because I do 

not speak the 

language I 

cannot get a 

job.” 

“No, my 

family was 

murdered. I 

never talk to 

anybody in 

Liberia.” 

“I do not 

want to stay 

here, and I 

do not want 

to go back. I 

am just 

surviving 

here because 

of my 

children.”  

“I will never 

go back, even 

if they gave 

me money 

[…] The 

people who 

hurt my family 

is still there.” 

“It is up to UN to 

decide where I 

should go, but 

they do not help 

me. I want to go 

to another 

country.” 

 

Mabiel 

60 years old 

 

Came to 

Ghana in 

2002 

“I do not feel 

safe here, I have 

nightmares and 

my life is not 

good.” 

“No, 

everybody 

died during 

the war, so I 

do not talk to 

anybody.” 

“No, but I do 

not have 

anywhere to 

go.” 

“I can’t, 

because of the 

things I saw. 

The rebels 

killed my 

family in front 

of my eyes.” 

“I do not know, it 

is not for me to 

decide.” 
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Appendix 3: Male respondents 

MEN 

How is your 

current life 

situation? 

Do you have 

family in 

Liberia? 

Do you want 

to stay here? 

Why do you not 

repatriate? 

In the future, 

where would 

you like to be? 

 

Collins 

37 years old 

 

Came to 

Ghana  

in 1997 

 

“I do not feel 

comfortable 

here. I do not 

have a work 

permit, I am 

stateless and 

have no 

documents.” 

 

“No, my 

whole family 

was murdered 

because of our 

ethnicity.” 

“No, because I 

do not feel safe 

here. I never 

talk to 

anybody, 

because I do 

not want 

anybody in 

Liberia to 

know that I am 

here.” 

“Because of my 

family’s name 

and ethnicity, I 

am facing a 

political threat. I 

do not even want 

to hear about the 

country.” 

“I want to leave 

from here, but 

financially it is 

not an option for 

me […] I am 

always sad and 

worried about the 

future.” 

 

 

Enoch 

34 years old 

 

Came to 

Ghana  

in 1991 

 

 

“Life is very 

difficult, and I 

do not get help 

from anyone. 

Nobody has 

jobs or money. I 

can’t move 

because of 

language 

barriers.” 

“Yes, but it 

took me nine 

years to hear 

from them. 

Almost 

everybody 

survived the 

war. Now we 

talk every 

week.” 

“No, I want to 

leave Africa 

and move 

somewhere 

else.” 

“Because of 

political reasons. 

My family is the 

same ethnicity as 

Samuel Doe, and 

the Liberian 

regime say we 

are a threat.” 

“I put my future 

in God’s hands, I 

do not know 

anything.” 

 

Daniel 

45 years 

 

Came to 

Ghana 

in 1996 

 

“I do not have a 

good life here; 

the Ghanaians 

does not want 

us to stay. No 

work permits or 

visas – we did 

not get 

anything.” 

“No, I have 

not talked to 

them since I 

left. Many of 

them died 

during the 

war.” 

“No. I was 

denied 

education - I 

have been 

discriminated.” 

“If I go back, my 

life will not be 

safe. I do not 

trust the 

government or 

Ellen Johnson 

Sirleaf.” 

“Nothing is 

changing, my son 

is growing up as 

a refugee. I 

cannot do 

anything for 

him.” 

 

Nelson 

46 years old 

 

Came to 

Ghana 

in 2002 

 

 

“The most 

enjoyable thing 

here is peace. 

When it comes 

to living, it’s 

hideous […] 
Every day is a 

struggle.” 

“I have not 

heard from 

my family in 

Liberia at all”. 

“No, I am not 

welcomed here 

by Ghanaians. 

The lifestyle 

here is too 

hard, but I 

have no 

choice.” 

“I will never be 

safe there. 

Liberia’s peace 

is very fragile, 

going back I am 

taking myself to 

the slaughter 

house.” 

“I want to have a 

new life. I have 

been living 

without hope for 

many years. I am 

not living; I am 

just here.” 



 


