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Researchers studying international organizations have access to growing and varied archives due to digitization efforts. While
developments in computational methods confer efficiency gains for examining these materials at scale, they raise concerns
about their validity when applied to interpretive tasks in historical settings. In response, we present a general and flexible
workflow that uses simple computational techniques from linguistics to enhance archival researchers’ interpretive skills and
sensitivity to historical contexts. These techniques also identify patterns that can serve as evidence of causal mechanisms when
embedded within strong research designs and theoretical expectations. Then, we demonstrate our mixed-method approach by
applying it to a dataset of International Labour Organization’s (ILO) annual reports spanning ninety-three years. Examining
the ILO’s engagement with refugees as described in these documents, we identify key moments during which refugees have
been particularly salient for this organization, and the emergence of new issues on its high-level policy agenda.

Los investigadores que estudian las organizaciones internacionales tienen acceso a una cantidad de archivos cada vez mayor
y mas variados gracias a los esfuerzos de digitalizacion. Si bien los avances en los métodos informadticos permiten mejorar la
eficiencia para examinar estos materiales a escala, plantean dudas sobre su validez cuando se aplican a tareas de interpretacién
en entornos histéricos. En respuesta, presentamos un flujo de trabajo general y flexible que utiliza técnicas informaticas sen-
cillas de la lingtiistica para mejorar las habilidades relacionadas con la interpretacién de los investigadores de archivos y su
sensibilidad a los contextos historicos. Estas técnicas también identifican patrones que pueden servir como prueba de mecan-
ismos causales cuando se integran en disenos de investigacion y expectativas teéricas sélidos. A continuacién, demostramos
nuestro enfoque de métodos mixtos aplicandolo a un conjunto de datos de informes anuales de la Organizacién Internacional
del Trabajo (OIT) que abarcan 93 anos. Al examinar el compromiso de la OIT con los refugiados, tal y como se describe en
estos documentos, identificamos los momentos clave en los que los refugiados han sido especialmente importantes para esta
organizacion, asi como la aparicion de nuevas cuestiones en su agenda politica de alto nivel.

Les chercheurs étudiant les organisations internationales ont acces a des archives de plus en plus nombreuses et variées
grace aux efforts de numérisation. Bien que les évolutions des méthodes informatiques permettent de gagner en efficacité
pour I’examen global de ces données, elles soulévent des préoccupations quant a leur validité lorsqu’elles sont appliquées a
des taches d’interprétation dans des contextes historiques. En réponse a cela, nous présentons un flux opérationnel général
flexible qui repose sur des techniques informatiques simples issues de la linguistique pour améliorer les compétences in-
terprétatives des chercheurs en archives et leur sensibilité aux contextes historiques. Ces techniques permettent également
d’identifier des modeles qui peuvent servir de preuves de mécanismes causaux lorsqu’ils sont intégrés a de solides concep-
tions de recherche et attentes théoriques. Nous illustrons ensuite notre approche par méthodes mixtes en I'appliquant a un
jeu de données constitué de rapports annuels s’étendant sur 93 ans de I’Organisation internationale du travail (OIT). Nous
avons examiné I'implication de I’OIT aupres des réfugiés décrite dans ces documents et nous avons identifié des moments clés
durant lesquels les réfugiés ont été particulierement importants pour cette organisation ainsi que I’apparition de nouveaux
sujets dans son programme politique a haut niveau.
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2 Combining Computational and Archival Methods to Study International Organizations

Introduction

Researchers examining international organizations often
draw upon historical documents produced or held by
these bodies (e.g., Bradley 2021). Archives potentially
contribute valuable knowledge about these organizations’
past activities, which escapes approaches solely involving
contemporaneous materials such as interviews or surveys
(McGarr 2020). For example, discursive analyses can link
documents’ contents with their historical contexts to reveal
political strategies (Wodak 2001). Archival materials can
also address questions involving identifying effects of events
or developing and testing mechanisms that link causes with
outcomes (Beach 2016).

Organizations’ documents have become easier to access
as archives have been digitized to varying degrees, such
as the International Labour Organization Digital Reposi-
tory, the World Bank Groups’ Digital Collections, and the
Total Digital Access to the League of Nations Archives
Project.! Responding to this volume and variety of data, so-
cial scientists increasingly turn to computational methods
and tools to study historical events at scale and in multi-
ple languages (Lucas et al. 2015; Cirone and Spirling 2021;
Trubowitz and Watanabe 2021). Yet, despite conferring re-
markable efficiency gains, these methods—when applied
in isolation—attract concerns about their validity for ad-
dressing the range of questions and concepts that schol-
ars of international politics bring to archival materials (van
Atteveldt, van der Velden, and Boukes 2021; Baden et al.
2022). More broadly, they raise questions about how to
incorporate knowledge about historical contexts and con-
straints into research designs that increasingly feature quan-
titative elements (Dennison 2021).

In response, we present and demonstrate an iterative ap-
proach to studying large amounts of digitized archival data
that increasingly typify those made available by international
organizations. Specifically, we arrange existing computa-
tional and archival methods to create a general and flexi-
ble workflow for making sense of relatively large amounts
of documentary materials. Despite sharing some features
with corpus-assisted discourse studies (Partington, Duguid,
and Taylor 2013), it remains distinctive in how it specifically
engages with, and aims to enhance, the interpretive skills
and goals of archival researchers who use repositories of
domain- and organization-specific documents. We also ar-
gue that this approach, coupled with well-justified research
designs and theoretical expectations, can identify evidence
related to causal mechanisms (Beach 2016). This is particu-
larly the case for rare yet significant usages of terms that may
be difficult to find in huge amounts of text solely through
close reading (Quinn et al. 2010).

The first part of this note explains the workflow, focusing
on three key features: it uses simple and established tech-
niques to identify textual patterns across an entire dataset as
well as within subsets of data; it preserves qualitative access
to the data that facilitate more focused, interpretive inquiry;
and it operates serially and iteratively whereby knowledge
gained in one step informs the next step. In the second part,
we demonstrate this mixed-method approach by applying
it to a dataset of ninety-three annual reports, comprising
over eighteen million words, produced by the International
Labour Organization (ILO) between 1919 and 2015.2
These materials, to the best of our knowledge, have not

ISee https://www.worldbank.org/en/archive/digital-collections; and
https://libraryresources.unog.ch/leagueofnationsarchives,/Digitized /
LeagueArchives.

2As explained later, some reports either are missing or were not published.

been collectively examined as windows into the ILO. We
specifically chose to examine the salience of refugees dur-
ing this period because prior scholarship indicates that
the ILO’s mission and work have involved this population
(Kott and Droux 2013). Yet, attempting to systematically
examine the history of the ILO’s work with refugees created
asituation of high search costs for uncertain results—not an
atypical position for researchers using archives. Our analysis
reveals three key moments of refugees’ salience in the
ILO’s high-level agenda over the last century, which is of
qualitative interest to understanding how the organization
has operated. It also identifies evidence of certain termi-
nologies’ recency. These findings open further avenues for
research into international organizations.

How Computational and Archival Methods Can Inform
Each Other

Addvressing Interpretive and Causal Questions Using Archival
Methods and Materials

Commonly understood as identifying, selecting, and an-
alyzing data from archival records, “archival methods”
encompass several techniques and approaches that inves-
tigate texts “created at some point in the relatively distant
past” (Ventresca and Mohr 2017, 805). These include
content analysis of historical sources to explicitly theoret-
ical readings of history, and involve both inductive and
deductive reasoning (Kipping, Wadhwani, and Bucheli
2014). Often, researchers use these techniques to address
interpretive questions, such as making sense of beliefs,
actions, and motivations that are latent within texts (Bevir
and Rhodes 2012). While doing so, they scrutinize the
people and conditions that generated the documents,
being attuned to reading “along,” “with,” and “against” the
grains of archives (Stoler 2002) to contextualize and justify
conclusions arising from close reading.

In contrast, social scientists have increasingly turned to
archival materials with expressly causal tasks in mind, such
as finding evidence of historical events’ effects or of mech-
anisms that link proposed causes to an observed outcome
(Rohlfing 2012). Depending on researchers’ explicit the-
orization of what constitutes evidence of such effects or
mechanisms—*“fingerprints” in the empirical record (Beach
2016)—documents can be sources of information that ei-
ther strengthen or weaken confidence in proposed claims.
For example, if a theorized mechanism involves an orga-
nization prioritizing refugees in its plans, then finding re-
peated mentions of that population in its public record may
be an important piece of trace evidence that supports the
mechanism.

However, in both interpretive and causal modes, select-
ing observations from archival material presents challenges.
Inclusion criteria may be unknowingly yet systematically bi-
ased either in terms of what investigators determine to be
“interesting” or “relevant,” or in what is practically feasible
to collect (Tirabassi 2010; Cirone and Spirling 2021). More-
over, evaluating the typicality of those materials—whether
they represent continuity or divergence with established
patterns—is difficult without knowing their relation to other
parts of the archive.?

$More fundamentally, empirical materials from which to select observations
may be missing altogether due to organizations’ inability or unwillingness to pro-
duce observable fingerprints—especially on subjects perceived to be either unim-
portant (and unworthy of documentation) or sensitive (Gonzalez-Ocantos and
LaPorte 2021). This problem differs from practical issues of archival digitization,
where documents may be human- but not machine-readable.
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Some approaches under the banner of “text as data” at-
tempt to identify patterns using computationally and sta-
tistically intensive methods (Grimmer and Stewart 2013).
These patterns may include sentiment (positive or nega-
tive tonality), topics (indicated by co-occurring words), or
events (Trubowitz and Watanabe 2021). These approaches
present impressive gains in efficiency, particularly when it
comes to processing large amounts of text (Barbera et al.
2021). Yet, their empirical validity for certain tasks is still
debated. On one hand, these methods potentially provide
entry points into archives by answering “what is this cor-
pus about?” (Murakami et al. 2017). On the other hand,
recent work observes how widely used computational meth-
ods (including dictionaries and machine learning) fall short
of humans’ performance when it comes to identifying sen-
timent and conceptually meaningful themes (Brookes and
McEnery 2018; van Atteveldt, van der Velden, and Boukes
2021). This is partly due to the tendency of computational
text analysis toward developing more specialized tools that
neither fully reflect social scientists’ deep knowledge of how
language operates nor generate valid measures of complex
constructs as demanded in specific social settings (Baden
etal. 2022).

While digital humanities scholars and historians have pro-
ductively reflected on using quantitative textual analysis to
aid interpretive work (Anderson 2007; Klein, Eisenstein,
and Sun 2015), these methodological insights have not been
fully applied to either archival data or the domain of inter-
national organizations (although see Ongenaert and Joye
2019). We address this gap by demonstrating how simple
tools can augment the workflow and materials of social sci-
entists engaging in archival research. If testing approaches
to text analysis involves examining “their ability to perform
some useful social scientific task” (Grimmer and Stewart
2013, 270), we argue that three features are important for
archival contexts: reliably identifying relevant portions of a
corpus for further examination, while acknowledging multi-
ple ways of conceptualizing and ascertaining relevancy; mea-
suring the typicality of an observation against some refer-
ence; and comprehensively accessing qualitative examples
for disambiguation and closer analysis.

Combining Computational and Archival Methods: An Iterative
Approach

Our approach, arranging established computational and
corpus linguistic methods (Biber and Reppen 2015) along-
side archival methods, addresses these needs. Moreover, it
does so flexibly—both in terms of the precise techniques
involved and in terms of the order of steps. Our workflow
shares some features with other approaches to studying lan-
guage such as corpus-assisted discourse studies (Partington,
Duguid, and Taylor 2013), which have also been used to
identify representations of migrants (e.g., Taylor 2014). Yet,
it remains distinctive in how it foregrounds historical knowl-
edge and sensitivities in addressing the range of questions
that social scientists bring to archival materials (Dennison
2021).

Our workflow comprises three techniques. First, frequency
analysis counts all instances of a given word or group
of words, and then displays these frequencies either in
terms of the whole corpus or differentiated by subsets
of texts (“subcorpora”). Usually, to enable comparison
of frequencies arising from differently sized subcorpora,
these frequencies are normalized into occurrences per
thousand or million words (McEnery and Hardie 2011).
For example, identifying shifts in the frequencies of terms

such as “refugee” or “migration” over time could indicate
changes in organizational attention to these populations.
Our general workflow is agnostic as to how researchers de-
termine what constitutes meaningful shifts for their specific
situation. Possible options include relying on visual inspec-
tion for deviations from a selected baseline, quantitatively
identifying discrete periods in time series that mark shifts in
frequencies (Killick and Eckley 2014), or focusing on spikes
that exceed predetermined statistical boundaries of normal
variation (Gabrielatos et al. 2012).

Second, keyword analysis identifies terms that are central
to a corpus or subcorpus. Typically, this involves comparing
how frequently a word appears in one set of texts to how fre-
quently it appears in another set. Although there are mul-
tiple keyness measures, each with advantages and disadvan-
tages (McEnery and Hardie 2011), the point of including
this technique is that words more unique to one of the sets
may be useful candidates for exploring what that set might
be about (Taylor and Marchi 2018).

Such qualitative investigation can be facilitated by the
third technique, concordance analysis, which displays some of
the content surrounding an observation of a word or phrase
of interest to facilitate the kinds of close reading already
familiar to historical researchers. If keyword or frequency
analysis suggests that “immigration” is particularly impor-
tant, researchers could use concordances to read these us-
ages in context to interpret their meanings (Veeramoothoo
2022). Moreover, concordances can disambiguate words
with multiple senses: the word “asylum” could be used in
the context of migration—as in “asylum-seekers”—or men-
tal health. In a study about refugees, concordance analysis
would enable identifying and retaining the former usages
while dropping the latter set.

Next, we arrange these techniques so that the outputs
of one step become inputs for subsequent steps, as sum-
marized in figure 1. This sequential roadmap with multi-
ple pathways differs from approaches such as “triangulation”
(Baker and Egbert 2016), which involve comparing analyses
from parallel procedures. Rather, it echoes the current prac-
tice of concatenating methods to enhance validity in spe-
cific settings (Lee et al. 2017; Baden et al. 2022). As such,
it can accommodate a range of queries about the presence
of terms of interest (e.g., particular populations, places, ac-
tions; what we term “pathway A”) or characteristics of the
archive (e.g., which kinds of terms distinguish a given sub-
corpus; what we term “pathway B”).

Both pathways begin by recognizing how choices about
document selection produce datasets that are informed by
researchers’ own historical knowledge and interests.* More-
over, creating machine-readable corpora for computational
analyses involves practical matters of digitization: not all
available methods for optical character recognition (OCR)
may perform equally well on different types of documents,
particularly in languages other than English (Hegghammer
2021; see footnote 3). Next, if the goal is to examine usages
of particular terms, the following step along pathway A
involves ascertaining the frequency of those terms to reveal
areas of the materials that contain potentially relevant in-
formation.’” These areas might correspond to time periods,
document types, messengers, or an intersection of dimen-

"Here, historical researchers’ sensitivity to the conditions under which
archives were constructed—and the types of documents they contain and omit—is
valuable (Dennison 2021; see footnote 3).

°To be clear, depending on the question, large frequencies may not always
indicate qualitative “relevance.” Finding examples of less common “minority dis-
courses” (Baker 2006) is an important part of historians’ approach to reading
“against” the archival grain.
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Figure 1. A general approach to documentary analysis that combines computational and archival methods.

sions. Then, researchers can retrieve specific mentions of
the terms through concordance analysis and interpretive
analysis to generate a fuller qualitative picture: for exam-
ple, comparing how an organization portrays refugees in
different periods might indicate shifts in priorities.

In contrast, initial research questions may involve identi-
fying which features characterize a given subcorpus: which
issues, for example, are more prominent in recent years
compared to earlier periods? In this case, the next step
along pathway B involves conducting keyword analyses
among broad subcorpora to identify terms that are good
candidates for further concordance and archival analysis.
The intuition behind keyword analysis is that words more
frequently present in one body of texts (a “focus” corpus)
compared to another body of texts (a “reference” corpus)
potentially signal something distinctive about the former
texts. Consequently, these terms and their surrounding text
are worth investigating in greater depth. However, linguists
have debated about which statistical techniques most ap-
propriately capture and express this difference (Gabrielatos
2018). Working from the observation that “models that are
less sophisticated in the use of language may provide more
useful analysis of texts” (Grimmer and Stewart 2013, 270),
for this demonstration we use a simple comparison of pro-
portions (Kilgarriff 2009),

Jot N
Jo+ N,

where f, expresses a word’s frequency normalized per mil-
lion words in the focus corpus, f; expresses that same word’s
normalized frequency in the reference corpus, and Nis a
parameter set by the researcher.®

What advantages does assembling these computational
and archival methods into a general approach afford over ei-
ther set of methods in isolation? First, for researchers work-
ing in interpretive traditions, it provides an efficient means
of directing attention to parts of the archive that may be
more promising and relevant for deeper qualitative analysis.
Frequency analysis, for instance, produces a simple yet infor-

6Choosing a higher N produces keyness scores that favor more common
words, while a smaller N favors rarer words. For demonstration purposes, we use
N =1 to illustrate keyword analysis as a general step within our approach, rather
than advocate for this specific scoring approach.

mative way of ascertaining both the presence and the con-
centration of words of interest—or indeed the lack of those
words. Of course, it does not deal with preceding questions
about which terms should be selected: this choice could itself
be informed by keyword analysis that identifies terms more
unique to a portion of the archive. Moreover, it assumes that
researchers have linked their outcome of interest to some
observable textual forms.

Yet, our approach does not claim that the quantitative el-
ements used in isolation provide ready-made outcomes for
every research setting. Indeed, part of the frequency analysis
may involve searching for multiple relevant terms. Rather, it
responds to the reality that researchers face practical chal-
lenges to their time and attention: while close reading pro-
vides high degrees of conceptual familiarity, it also incurs
high costs in terms of the number of texts that researchers
can handle (Quinn et al. 2010). This is where computa-
tional and corpus linguistics offer useful bridges between
highly automated techniques and traditional archival re-
search by providing “efficient ways of detecting patterns in
large amounts of text, while preserving enough direct access
to documents themselves that enables researchers to inter-
pret these patterns” (Allen and Blinder 2018, 221).

Second, for researchers looking for evidence of causal ef-
fects or mechanisms, our approach can generate observa-
tions about language use that likely could not be readily or
reliably found through close reading alone. For example,
by identifying all instances of certain words in documents
(via frequency analysis), and showing how their presence is
unique to either a particular subset of texts or a given point
in time (via keyword analysis), researchers can be more con-
fident in their claims of having found evidence of causal
mechanisms that are unique to an organization (which may
correspond to trace evidence) or a time period (as in se-
quential evidence). This would be a difficult case to make
without some sense of the entirety of the archive. Of course,
this assumes that the researcher has sufficiently justified Zow
a given pattern indicates the causal effect or mechanism in
question: we do not claim that the workflow does this the-
oretical work by virtue of counting words. Rather, by en-
abling analysis of an entire body of assembled documents,
linguistic techniques contextualize a specific usage to high-
light how representative or distinctive it is. As a result, they
provide ways of generating statements about language use
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that go beyond the limited and possibly idiosyncratic views,
interests, and abilities of researchers.

In summary, we argue that our approach demonstrates
features that mutually benefit computational and archival
researchers. On the one hand, simple computational
techniques such as establishing terms’ frequencies or key-
ness enable archival researchers to both identify potential
subsets of documents for deeper analysis and generate ev-
idence about the distribution of a term across an entire
archive. This helps address critiques of archive-based re-
search as lacking rigor or justification for document selec-
tion (Freshwater 2003). On the other hand, through close
reading and inclusion of non-digitized (or non-digitizable)
materials beyond an immediate corpus, archival methods
enable computational researchers to acknowledge histor-
ical contexts and constraints on descriptive processes as
well as causal mechanisms that are important for building
and testing theories (Dennison 2021). Besides validating ex-
isting computational solutions—an important outcome in
itself—interpretive approaches support observing variation
and contingency, as well as discovering concepts (Longo and
Zacka 2019). These objectives are important means by which
scholars of international organizations can unsettle estab-
lished ways of thinking to reveal new questions for empirical
testing.

Refugees in the International Labour Organization,
1919-2015

Next, we demonstrate our approach by applying it to nearly
a century of archival documents from the ILO. Multiple
historians have examined the ILO’s organizational activities
(e.g., Van Daele et al. 2010) to reveal how its priorities have
expanded beyond initial concerns about social justice and
decent work to include themes such as women in develop-
ment (Boris 2014). More generally, it has been an interna-
tional platform for policymaking, setting labor standards,
and furthering related agendas through its unique tripar-
tite structure comprising governments, employers, and la-
bor unions (Maul 2012). Yet, with few exceptions (Garnier
2014), similar attention has not been given to the ILO’s role
in international refugee governance despite forced migra-
tion constituting a pressing global issue and the organiza-
tion being involved in global efforts to support refugees’
access to employment (ILO 2019). Therefore, we aimed to
explore whether and how refugees figured in the organi-
zation’s high-level discussions: what has been ILO’s involve-
ment in refugee assistance historically?

Dataset and Assumptions

ILO official bulletins between 1919 and 2015 comprise two
series: series A reports the activities of the ILO as well as offi-
cial texts and conventions formally adopted by the ILO’s In-
ternational Labour Conference at its annual meeting, while
series B reports on the ILO’s Committee on Freedom of As-
sociation on specific labor disputes in member countries.
Since we are interested in identifying how and to what ex-
tent refugees have featured in the ILO’s broad policies and
strategy, we focus on series A. The dataset contains 93 bul-
letins, comprising 18,108,690 words. Bulletins between 1940
and 1943 are missing, and the series A bulletin for 2009 was
not machine-readable.” We used the Sketch Engine version
2.36.5 (Kilgarriff et al. 2014), a web-based platform for com-

7 Although the 2009 bulletin does not appear in our quantitative analysis, we
read it as part of the qualitative archival analysis. This illustrates how computa-
tional and interpretive techniques augment each other.
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Figure 2. Normalized frequencies of “refugee” or “refugees”
in ILO bulletins, 1919-2015.

putational linguistic analysis and lexicography, to organize
and study the dataset. Importantly for our demonstration,
while the techniques we use are not software-specific, we ac-
knowledge how different tools (and versions of them) can
produce different results by virtue of programming and pre-
processing decisions that are not always transparent to users
(Anthony 2013; Hickman et al. 2022).

We make key assumptions about the texts that have impli-
cations for the scope of our analysis. First, we assume they
are comprehensive summaries of collectively agreed ILO ac-
tivities. Since these bulletins are aggregate policy statements
produced as part of official ILO procedures, they are dis-
tinct representations of the organization and its public work-
ings. Second, we assume that these are windows into the
ILO bureaucracy at a relatively high level. Unlike reports or
minutes from field offices, these bulletins generally focus on
strategic aspects of labor issues that have implications for the
organization’s operations at an international level, includ-
ing its relationships with other international bodies. Third,
we assume that these bulletins serve as an authoritative
record of proceedings, achievements, and agendas at given
points in time. The value of this authoritativeness cannot
be understated, especially in the context of international or-
ganizations that rely on different kinds of authority to jus-
tify their existence and decisions (Barnett and Finnemore
2004). Even so, these documents provide a necessarily lim-
ited view onto the ILO and a particular subset of actors.

The Changing Salience of Refugees in the History of the ILO

Where, if at all, do the terms refugee or refugees appear in this
material? (Throughout, italicized words refer to the words
themselves rather than the concept or population.)® An-
swering this question is the first step along pathway A in our
model. Figure 2 displays how often these words appeared
in each annual bulletin, normalized by dividing the raw fre-
quencies by the number of words in each document and
then multiplying this percentage by 1,000,000.

The results clearly show how the salience of refugee(s)
has changed over the last century. Over the period, these
terms appear on average about forty-three times per mil-
lion words. However, there are three periods that have
exceeded this number: 1921-1928 (with some exceptions),
1948-1952, and 1982-1984. Each of these periods had a
peak within it: 1926 (407 mentions per million words), 1949
(260 mentions per million words), and 1984 (341 mentions

8 Prior to 1951, there was no legal definition of “refugee.” Instead, popula-
tions based on nationality were classified as refugees. In this study, we followed
classification practices as the ILO used them in the eras we researched.
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per million words). Drawing upon prior studies of refugee
governance (e.g., Pincock, Betts, and FEaston-Calabria
2020), we could expand our analysis to consider other
related terms: asylum-seekers or variations of humanitarian
for example. Repeating the frequency analysis showed how
asylum-seeker(s) only appeared ten times in the entire archive.
Meanwhile, humanitarian(ism) tended to appear mostly in
the post-World War II period, although its normalized
frequencies never exceeded thirty-five mentions per million
words. In a larger project investigating forced migration
more broadly, inclusion of these terms would complement
a direct investigation of refugee(s).

Even so, by suggesting variation in refugees’ visibility on
the ILO’s high-level agenda, these findings open substan-
tive questions that are well suited for archival research in
an interpretive mode. For example, what might account for
these shifts, and what did they signify? Next, we draw upon
the archival materials—both within and beyond the ILO bul-
letin dataset—to examine these three moments in greater
depth.

1919-1945: Technical “solutions” to refugee “problems.” After
World War I, states used their still-developing abilities to
care for needy populations via humanitarian efforts gen-
erally, and international coordination and organization to-
ward refugee issues specifically (League of Nations 1923).
The formal commission on the League of Nations (here-
after “the League”) was established on January 25, 1919,
which included the creation of the ILO. One of the League’s
main foci, shared by multiple countries, was addressing
widespread unemployment among both citizens and mi-
grants (Holborn 1939). This informed broader interna-
tional debates on social issues and solutions that eventually
manifested in the first international Labour Conference in
1919, which aimed to create and adopt mechanisms for over-
seeing international labor standards (Sauthier 2013).

In 1921, the League created the High Commission for
Refugees (hereafter the “High Commission”) to address in
part the perceived threat that displaced people posed to Eu-
ropean stability. By 1925, the ILO had taken over refugee op-
erations from the League to primarily address “the employ-
ment, emigration and settlement of refugees” (ILO 1928).
Then, between 1925 and 1929, it initiated and maintained
asuccessful “employment-matching scheme” for over 50,000
refugees. This scheme was premised on European countries’
need for foreign employment and the availability of skilled
refugees for jobs (ILO 1928).

Why was this development significant? Katy Long (2013,
8) observes how during this time “refugee protection
was constructed around the twin facets of migration—
movement and employment—in the first decades of the in-
ternational refugee regime.” As a result, refugees were con-
sidered labor migrants rather than subjects of humanitarian
need. Moreover, states had a limited view of their respon-
sibilities toward citizens and refugees, which was premised
largely on perceived capabilities to work rather than an in-
herent right to protection. This was congruent with the na-
ture of assistance offered to refugees, which placed them
into employment or helped them become “productive”
(League of Nations 1934, 66). The League’s doctrine of
refugee self-reliance persisted until the start of World War II,
although when the 1930s depression hit, the ILO struggled
to resettle refugees regardless of their prior training and ca-
pacity to work. This is reflected in the steep drop-off of men-
tions of refugees in figure 2. Despite this, it envisioned itself
as becoming the main agency for migration and displace-
ment once the war ended—an ambition that carried over
into the following decades.

1945-1951: International competition over the “ownership” of
refugee assistance. After World War II, there were millions
of migrants throughout Europe. The International Refugee
Organisation (IRO) had been formed in 1943 to address
“surplus populations” in Europe, but was dissolved after the
war. This left a gap among existing international institutions
equipped to address migration. As a result, a series of in-
ternational meetings and conferences throughout the late
1940s and early 1950s occurred, in which the ILO played
a major part. During this time, the ILO made several public
statements and policy announcements about migration, pos-
sibly to assert its ownership over the issue. For example, in
1944 the ILO issued the Declaration of Philadelphia, which
included a commitment to focus on “migration for employ-
ment and settlement” (ILO 1944, III(c)). Five years later,
it announced the 1949 Migration for Employment Conven-
tion (No. 97), which included a “Model Agreement on Tem-
porary and Permanent Migration for Employment, includ-
ing Migration of Refugees and Displaced Persons,” demon-
strating the ILO’s renewed attention to forced migrants af-
ter World War II.

This attention culminated in 1951 at the ILO’s General
Migration Conference (the “Naples Conference”). During
the meeting, the ILO proposed to become the main inter-
national organization dealing with migration. However, the
United States, Australia, and Canada—fearing the loss of
control over their national migration policies and lacking
faith in ILO’s capacity to manage such a monumental task—
rejected the proposal (Elie 2010). What is more, the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was
also formed in 1951, taking over from the earlier League
High Commission. These developments firmly diminished
the ILO’s role as a major international organization serving
refugees.

However, the decreasing salience of refugees for the ILO
was not just due to interorganizational conflict. Whereas
refugee assistance prior to World War II was concentrated
in Europe, the postwar years saw shifts in attention toward
countries in the process of decolonization—and the result-
ing refugees. For example, in the early 1960s, UNHCR be-
gan operating in Africa and instituted a policy of provid-
ing basic material assistance: food, shelter, and agricultural
tools. In contrast to the loans and minimal assistance of the
interwar years, this assistance was provided without expec-
tation of repayment, contributing toward a framework for
entitlements that is still associated with refugee assistance
(Loescher, Betts, and Milner 2008). As a result, refugees
were increasingly cast as beneficiaries of aid rather than em-
ployable labor—as victims rather than employees (Easton-
Calabria 2015)—which may have reduced the attractiveness
of ILO involvement in refugee issues.

1979-1984: From competition to cooperation in refugee as-
sistance programs. Although the ILO continued undertak-
ing isolated projects with refugees, it made a significant
breakthrough at the end of 1970s and early 1980s. Despite
aid-based interventions of UNHCR and other refugee as-
sistance actors in freshly postcolonial settings in Africa—
and more funding than ever before—these refugee settle-
ments were largely failing to foster refugee self-reliance.
Several factors contributed to the widespread failure of
refugees’ economic self-reliance: poor soil that impeded
agricultural production, policies of encampment that re-
stricted refugees’ access to local economies, and the pres-
ence of poorly trained authoritarian settlement administra-
tors (Easton-Calabria 2015). Consequently, most encamped
refugees remained partially dependent on foreign assistance
(Refugee Policy Group 1985).
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Table 1. Keywords characterizing the 1980-2015 period in the ILO corpus

Rank Keyword Keyness score Frequency (1980-2015) Frequency (1919-1979)
1 sustainable 177.08 668 5
2 globalization 171.33 486 0
3 gender 123.31 349 0
4 hiv 122.26 346 0
5 dialogue 105.11 1,339 53
6 partner 102.79 848 29
7 myanmar 98.78 279 0
8 issues 87.26 393 9
9 global 86.58 908 41
10 sectoral 84.56 618 24
11 restructuring 83.09 343 7
12 recognize 80.42 723 33
13 authorize 72.85 532 24
14 organize 68.88 271 6
15 organization 65.51 5,575 440

Notes: Keyness scores calculated using normalized (per million) frequencies in the focus (1980-2015) and reference (1919-79) subcorpora, with an
N parameter of 1. The focus set contains 2,853,334 tokens, while the reference set contains 15,255,360 tokens (as reported by the Sketch Engine).

As the number of refugees worldwide rose from three mil-
lion in 1977 to over ten million in 1982 (Loescher 2001,
202), UNHCR increasingly focused on promoting refugee
self-reliance (UNGA 1985). At the time, UNHCR sought col-
laboration with several multilateral actors and UN agencies
including the ILO, in part following commitments made at
the 1981 and 1984 International Conferences on Assistance
to Refugees in Africa (ICARA I and II) (Gorman 1986, 287).
Recognizing the mounting costs of long-term aid to pro-
tracted refugee populations, as well as the need to engage
refugees in income generation, UNHCR signed a Memo-
randum of Understanding (MoU) with the ILO in 1983.
Concordance analysis of refugee(s) in the 1983 and 1984
bulletins reveals the dynamics around this event. The ILO
(1983, n. p.) justified the memorandum by observing that,
with respect to assistance to and standards of treatment for
refugees, “there are areas of common concern in which the
present co-operation between the two organizations should
be further strengthened and developed.” It went on to stake
out its fields of competencies in this new relationship: em-
ployment creation, income-generating projects, and voca-
tional training (ILO 1984, 76).

In turn, ILO projects were featured in a 1985 UN General
Assembly report on UNHCR’s work. One section discusses
the scope and scale of cooperation between UNHCR and
other members of the UN system:

Following the signing of the Memorandum of Under-
standing between the International Labour Organisa-
tion (ILO) and UNHCR in 1983, and the secondment
of an expert in income-generating activities by ILO to
the Specialist Support Unit of UNHCR, co-operation
between the two organizations further increased, es-
pecially in the fields of small-scale enterprise develop-
ment and income-generating activities. (UNGA 1985,
paragraph 184)

This arrangement had significant impacts, including the
creation of several large-scale refugee assistance programs
in Pakistan, Sudan, and Somalia (ILO 1991). Reports mak-
ing the case for greater employment among refugees (e.g.,
ILO 1984) accompanied shifts in UNHCR'’s own approaches
toward refugees from care-and-maintenance to self-reliance,

with ILO repeatedly invoked in discussions of refugee self-
reliance, livelihoods, and income generation.”

Using Keywords to Identify Distinctive Language during 1980-2015

Up to this point, we have focused on documenting shifts in
the salience of refugees within the ILO’s high-level agenda.
Following pathway A in our workflow, frequency analysis
provided windows onto specific moments when refugees
were especially visible, enabling us to strategically apply
more intensive archival methods. But what if we were inter-
ested in identifying distinctive terminologies in certain parts
of the dataset?

This exploratory question, following pathway B, requires
us to turn to keyword analysis. Drawing upon historical stud-
ies into the periodicity of refugee livelihoods over the twen-
tieth century (Easton-Calabria 2022), we created three sub-
corpora containing bulletins from 1919-1939, 1944-1979,
and 1980-2015.19 Then, we conducted keyword analysis us-
ing 1980-2015 as the focus subcorpus and 1919-1979 as
the reference subcorpus. Table 1 shows the twenty-five most
frequent keywords appearing in the 1980-2015 subcorpus,
sorted by the keyness score detailed earlier, and excluding
names and titles.!!

While these words are, by design, more distinctive of the
focus subcorpus, some nouns are unique to this period
(globalization, gender, HIV). Depending on the research de-
sign and theoretical mechanisms in a project, these patterns
could function as trace evidence of how certain issues have
risen on policy agendas—an observation that would be dif-
ficult to make over this period using close reading alone.
Furthermore, other keywords might inspire further qualita-
tive investigation into links comprising causal mechanisms,
depending on the research questions at hand. For example,
some keywords (dialogue, partner, restructuring) might speak
to how the ILO has sought to achieve its goals. Meanwhile,

91LO projects regarding refugees and self-sufficiency were discussed in the
UN General Assembly report, which is notable as an annual update of UNHCR’s
work.

0For demonstration purposes, we justified these cutoffs based on readings of
refugee governance over the twentieth century.

1 Although proper nouns can signal important aspects, such as actors’ pres-
ence, we excluded them since we were primarily interested in shifts in language
use.
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examining the highest ranked keyword (sustainable) could
reveal how and in which contexts it has been applied to rel-
atively recent ILO activities. Attending to these kinds of pat-
terns potentially reveals insights into the self-presentation
and operations of international organizations (Moretti and
Pestre 2015).

Discussion

Social scientists who examine aspects of international orga-
nizations often rely on archives and archival materials. Some
have interpretive goals in mind, while others seek to find ev-
idence of causal effects and mechanisms (Cirone and Spir-
ling 2021). Facing larger quantities of digitized (and digi-
tizable) texts, researchers clearly need techniques that are
“transparent, tweakable, and sensitive to language-specific
differences” (Baden et al. 2022, 15), which enable locating
potentially relevant areas of archives or documents and plac-
ing those usages in context. Our mixed-method workflow
draws upon linguistic techniques to guide attention toward
these areas as it identifies patterns that can inform and di-
rect subsequent investigation. Moreover, it is general and
flexible enough to accommodate a range of questions that
social scientists bring to archives. We demonstrated this by
applying it to a dataset of ILO documents that illustrates the
ILO as an important yet under-recognized actor in refugee
assistance. Empirically, we uncovered three key moments
during which refugees have been salient for the ILO, as well
as identified keywords that are distinctly associated with the
ILO’s more recent history. These findings open further re-
search addressing both interpretive and causal questions.

First, shifts in global demand for labor prominently fea-
ture in each of the moments we studied. For example, while
the ILO was able to resettle thousands of refugees as work-
ers in the 1920s, this was not the case after the 1929 de-
pression, whether due to rising European restrictionism or
broader unemployment. Meanwhile, the ILO’s reduced role
in refugee resettlement following World War II was partly
due to interorganizational struggles over issue ownership
as well as declining numbers of refugees to be resettled as
“workers” in the first place. Finally, the ILO’s resurgence on
the refugee issue in the 1980s occurred in the context of the
1981 and 1984 global oil crises, when countries such as the
United States experienced a recession and may have sought
to reduce donor obligations. One possibility, therefore, is
that the ILO was engaged in part to foster long-term refugee
populations’ self-reliance to reduce aid budgets, a topic ex-
plicitly discussed at the time by UNHCR (UNGA 1985, para-
graph 115).

Second, organizational strategies might have contributed
to the shifting construction of refugees. It is well docu-
mented how international organizations express priorities
in sometimes subtle ways, including by redefining their mis-
sions and objectives (Barnett and Finnemore 2004). The
kinds of refugee assistance offered during the interwar years
effectively treated refugees as labor migrants, providing the
ILO with a natural role in delivering these initiatives. How-
ever, after World War II and into the 1950s, refugees were
increasingly viewed as victims in need of humanitarian pro-
tection and assistance rather than employment. Although
the ILO remained involved in isolated refugee projects in
regions in sub-Saharan Africa in the 1960s and 1970s, it ap-
pears that the ILO became more involved in refugee assis-
tance again when self-reliance became a dominant theme in
the sector.

Taken together, these findings suggest some dynamics
linking the ILO with refugee assistance, which warrant fur-
ther investigation: other international organizations consid-

ering refugees as workers, alignment with the ILO’s own
views, and greater interagency collaboration on issues in-
cluding livelihoods. If this is the case, the ILO’s recent
re-involvement with refugees makes sense, as it comes at
a moment when refugee self-reliance is considered to be
paramount (Aleinikoff 2015) and international poverty re-
duction initiatives such as the Sustainable Development
Goals aim to include everyone, including refugees, in pro-
moting decent work and other human rights. While more
research and theorization need to formally spell out the
mechanisms at play, it is clear that the ILO’s engagement
with refugees appears to be recurrent rather than novel.
Moreover, the apparent increase in relative mentions of
refugees within the 2015 bulletin, seen in figure 1, merits
further investigation: perhaps the so-called 2015 European
refugee “crisis” marked the beginning of another signifi-
cant moment for the ILO in refugee assistance (Allen et al.
2018).

While empirically tracing and testing these possibilities is
beyond the scope of this note, acknowledging their pres-
ence highlights how our workflow can enhance and aug-
ment the sensibilities of archival researchers. It contributes
a way of linking established tools together to improve the
rigor and significance of international studies research that
uses archives. As more documents become available and
accessible, researchers face practical and theoretical chal-
lenges in making sense of these materials. In response, our
intention has been to provide a roadmap for scholars doing
historical and archive-based research.

Supplementary Information

Supplementary information is available at the International
Studies Quarterly data archive.
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