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Introduction 
This guidance document has been developed for researchers conducting 
community-based intervention research with people who have experienced gender-
based violence. Gender-based violence (GBV) is a public health issue and occurs at 
higher rates during times of disaster and crisis. Risk factors for increased gender-
based violence may include increased anxiety, loss of employment or income, 
displacement (loss of home and/or belongings), stress due to confinement.1 Social 
and physical isolation limit opportunities for help-seeking and escaping abusive 
situations.2 This stress may also lead to increased drug or alcohol use, which 
may also contribute to gender-based violence. Many Indigenous people living in 
remote and northern regions of Canada experience evacuations due to natural 
disasters, wildfires, lack of clean water, etc. Long term evacuations can also impact 
family dynamics and lead to increases in gender-based violence.3 It is important, 
therefore, to consider how to safely and effectively introduce or continue research 
related to gender-based violence health and education programs during and after 
traumatic events such as natural disasters, epidemics and pandemics. The initial 
reaction may be to suspend all research activities for safety reasons. According to 
the Inter-Agency Standing Committee: 

All national and international actors responding to an emergency have a 
duty to protect those affected by the crisis; this includes protecting them 
from GBV. In order to save lives and maximize protection, essential actions 
must be undertaken in a coordinated manner from the earliest stages of 
emergency preparedness.4

Any research undertaken during a time of crisis should support reducing risk, 
promoting resilience, and aid recovery by creating lasting solutions to the 
problem of gender-based violence. The research should also be conducted 
with consideration of trauma-and violence-informed principles including safety, 
empowerment, collaboration, trust and choice.

1 Knowledge Hub. Stress, Interpersonal Violence and COVID-19. London, ON: Centre for Research & Educa-
tion on Violence against Women & Children. Stress, Interpersonal Violence and COVID-19 (vawlearning-
network.ca)
2 Learning Network. COVID-19 & Gender-based Violence in Canada: Key Issues and Recommenda-
tions. London, ON: Centre for Research & Education on Violence against Women & Children. COVID-19 & 
Gender-Based Violence in Canada: Key Issues and Recommendations (vawlearningnetwork.ca)
3 National Collaborating Centres for Public Health. (2021). Health and social impacts of long-term 
evacuation due to natural disasters in First Nations communities: a summary of lessons for public health. 
National Collaborating Centres for Public Health. www.nccid.ca/long-term-evacuees-lessons
4 Inter-Agency Standing Committee. (2015). Guidelines for integrating gender-based violence 
interventions in humanitarian action: Reducing risk, promoting resilience and aiding recovery. Page 1. 
Guidelines for Integrating Gender-Based Violence Interventions in Humanitarian Action (gbvguide-
lines.org)

https://www.vawlearningnetwork.ca/our-work/infographics/stresscovid19/KH-COVID-Infographic.pdf
https://www.vawlearningnetwork.ca/our-work/infographics/stresscovid19/KH-COVID-Infographic.pdf
https://www.vawlearningnetwork.ca/docs/COVID-gbv-canada-recommendations.pdf
https://www.vawlearningnetwork.ca/docs/COVID-gbv-canada-recommendations.pdf
http://www.nccid.ca/long-term-evacuees-lessons
https://gbvguidelines.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/2015_IASC_Gender-based_Violence_Guidelines_full-res.pdf
https://gbvguidelines.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/2015_IASC_Gender-based_Violence_Guidelines_full-res.pdf
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The guidance provided in this document is based 
in part on the experiences of the Knowledge Hub 
Community of Practice members who were involved 
in trauma and violence-informed research during 
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as 
published literature and guidelines from a variety of 
sources. This guidance may be applicable to other 
circumstances that require plans for the delivery 
of research to be substantially modified (e.g., 
extreme climate events or other disasters affecting 
communities). 

You may be at the early stages of planning, in the 
implementation stage, collecting data, or winding 
down your gender-based violence prevention or intervention research project. 
No matter what the stage, if a local, national, or global crisis occurs, it may mean 
making decisions on how and if you should continue with your research. This 
guidance offers some trauma and violence-informed considerations for adapting 
an intervention or program evaluation research plan.

This guidance applies to ongoing longitudinal data collection, or ongoing evaluation 
during an intervention, but will also have application to one-time data collection 
points related to a research project. 

Assume that 
gender-based 
violence is occurring 
during a crisis 
and treat it as a 
life threatening 
problem.
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GuidanceGuidance

1. Stay informed of the limitations or restrictions that may be imposed 
on conducting intervention research during a time of crisis and adhere 
to the guidelines provided.  

 J Consult with the Research Ethics Board for which your project has approval 
regarding whether research may continue according to the current guidelines 
and guidance.   

 J Review the Framework for Ethical Deliberation and Decision-making in Public Health 
which identifies the core ethical dimensions in public health: respect for persons 
and communities, non-maleficence and beneficence, trust and justice.  

 J Review the guidance offered by the Panel on Research Ethics. For example, see 
COVID-19 Interpretations (ethics.gc.ca). 

 J Review the 5 steps of the Public health ethics framework: A guide for use in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic in Canada.

 J Review the guidance documents for your province Provincial Guidance 
Documents | IPAC Canada (ipac-canada.org). 

 J Be aware of the health factors related to an illness outbreak including 
symptoms, how the disease is spread, and general measures for reducing or 
preventing the spread of the illness.

 J Stay informed of the guidance issued by local, 
provincial and federal health agencies and 
government related to policies that may impact 
your workplace (e.g. COVID-19: Guidance 
documents - Canada.ca). 

 J Review the Guidance for conducting trauma-and 
violence-informed community-based programs 
during a pandemic, natural disaster, crisis, or 
other emergency situation.

 

https://publications.gc.ca/site/eng/9.818019/publication.html#:~:text=Publication%20information%20%20%20Department%2FAgency%20%20%20,%20%20%5BFrench%5D%20%209%20more%20rows%20
https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/nr-cp_2020-09-02.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/2019-novel-coronavirus-infection/canadas-reponse/ethics-framework-guide-use-response-covid-19-pandemic.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/2019-novel-coronavirus-infection/canadas-reponse/ethics-framework-guide-use-response-covid-19-pandemic.html
https://ipac-canada.org/provincial-guidance-documents
https://ipac-canada.org/provincial-guidance-documents
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/2019-novel-coronavirus-infection/guidance-documents.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/2019-novel-coronavirus-infection/guidance-documents.html
http://kh-cdc.ca/en/resources/guides/guide1/index.html
http://kh-cdc.ca/en/resources/guides/guide1/index.html
http://kh-cdc.ca/en/resources/guides/guide1/index.html
http://kh-cdc.ca/en/resources/guides/guide1/index.html
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2. Consult with partnering organizations and individuals, intervention 
facilitators, research team members, and participants about whether 
to continue to implement the research plan.  

 J What is the impact of current crisis on possible increased gender-based 
violence? 

 J How is the current crisis impacting service provision in the partner agency? 

 J What are the policies related to conducting research within the partner 
organization that may be impacted during a time of crisis?

 J Is it appropriate to continue the research at this time? What will the impact be if 
a gender-based violence program is discontinued?  

 J Is it appropriate to delay research activities (until restrictions lift, until public 
health guidance is available, etc.)? How long can research activities be delayed? If 
program evaluation is no longer possible, should other data collection occur?

 J Is it feasible to continue with the research given the current restrictions and 
guidelines? 

 J Will the safety, health and well-being of research team members and 
participants be compromised if the research 
continues or stops?  

 J Is travel required? Can it be avoided? 

 J If research activities were planned for in-
person, is it possible to switch activities (such as 
interviews or focus groups) to online? 

 J Have the possible harms that participants and 
research team members may be exposed to been 
considered?  

 J Will the proposed research cause greater 
burdens or disadvantages for already 
disadvantaged individuals or groups? 
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3. Determine whether the situation necessitates or warrants a shift in 
intervention research priorities and/or new research questions. 

 J Is the research question still relevant during a 
pandemic or crisis?  

 J If an intervention program proceeds, are there 
different research questions that can/should be 
explored and/or new questions that should also be 
included?  

 J Will the pandemic or crisis impact who can or will 
participate in the intervention/research? Will this 
have an impact on the findings?  

 J Are the data collection strategies being used still 
appropriate? Consider alternative data collection 
strategies (photovoice, diaries, journaling, online 
discussion platforms, use of video data, surveys). 

 J Can the data collection strategies (such as one-
on-one interviews, focus groups, completion of 
evaluations or questionnaires) be conducted 
online?

4. Consider safety of participants in recruitment strategies.

 J Consider using a 1-800 phone service to enhance 
accessibility. Participants can also express interest 
by email and have the researcher call them or text 
message them at a convenient time. 

 J If the focus of the intervention or research is 
on gender-based violence, avoid talking about 
violence in recruitment materials. During times 
of crisis, it may not be safe for people living with 
intimate partner violence to participate due 
to control or oversight by an abusive partner, 
particularly if they know that the topic is related to 
GBV. Use a health focus for recruiting material.

 J Identify accommodations for participation in the 
recruiting materials (e.g., ASL and other language 
interpretation). 
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5. Ensure that the research conducted includes a fully informed-
consent process. 

 J Consider whether consent strategies need to be changed (e.g., moving from 
in-person consent to digital consent through email, video, audio recording, or 
other means).

 N Consider emailing the consent form to participants and allowing them 
to consent in a reply email or text message. If this is not possible, obtain 
recorded verbal consent prior to participation.

 N Ensure that the consent process is not onerous and becomes a barrier to 
participation. 

 J Take into account the literacy level of participants when making changes to the 
consent process. Consider sending a written version and an audio-recording 
that participant can listen to. 

 J Use plain language that is user friendly to participants. Avoid use of jargon and 
acronyms. Use simple sentence structure. Be brief. 

 J Advise participants of potential risks and benefits to continued participation in 
research activities (including physical, social, psychological and financial risks 
and benefits). 

 J Provide regular updates of the risks and benefits of participation in the research. 

 J Advise participants of new potential risks and benefits as they are identified.  

 J Provide guidance to researchers conducting interviews on how to ensure 
confidentiality, including developing a safety plan with participants.

 N Safety plan example: “If someone walks into your room during this interview, 
it is okay to quickly exit the chat program, no need to 
explain. Send me an email and we will arrange when 
to come back online to finish the interview. If I do not 
hear from you, I will text or email you to check in.” 

 J Tell participants what you are doing as the researcher 
to protect their confidentiality. (e.g., Let them know 
that you are in your home or work office with the door 
shut, wearing headphones, and that no one else is able 
to hear). 

 J Inform participants of any delays in the research (e.g., 
because data collection is paused), so they know when 
they can expect to receive an update on results. 
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6. Consider the physical and emotional safety of participants when 
moving from in-person to online data collection.  

 J Will some people be restricted from participating 
due to technology or internet access? If so, what 
accommodations can be made (e.g., connecting by 
phone instead of Zoom)? 

 J How will the technology needs of people with 
disabilities be addressed? Explore the use of 
augmentative or alternative communication 
devices. If these are not available, consider having 
the participant respond to your questions in 
writing (either through an online chat function, 
text or email).   

 J Is text messaging an option? Consider text 
messaging for more frequent contact with 
participants to maintain contact, engagement and 
obtain input, if this is a study with multiple data 
collection points or researchers will be following 
up.  

 J If using a videoconferencing platform, give 
participants the choice to have their camera 
off. Audio-only offers greater confidentiality for 
participants, however many participants will 
appreciate seeing the researcher’s video to receive 
non-verbal communication. Inform participants 
that if recording a video call, the video portion will 
be deleted immediately and only the de-identified 
audio file will be stored for transcription. 

 J Allow for time to establish rapport with a 
participant in the online environment. 

 J Develop a protocol for dealing with distress or 
disengagement (e.g., telling participants they 
can take a time-out if needed; deliver grounding 
exercises; allow for a support person to be 
present).

 J Assemble smaller groups of people for focus 
groups when using online platforms.  
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 J Send a “tip sheet’ to participants in advance to explain the functions that are 
available in the online platform being used. 

 J Take time at the beginning of online focus groups to give some “how-to” 
information for those who may be new to the videoconferencing platform, 
explain features (such as chat, question board and “raise hand,” and review 
group guidelines). 

 J Use the hand-raising function for facilitating online focus groups as it allows for 
participants to be called upon in the order hands were raised and eliminates 
cross-talk. 

 J Build in more breaks during the online experience as this platform can be 
mentally demanding and exhausting.  

 J Have a back-up plan for internet disruptions and other technical problems.  

7. Collaborate with participants regarding alternate data collection 
(e.g., conducting research interviews or surveys online) to see if 
participants are willing and able to engage with the modified plans 
and whether they have any concerns about the plan.  

 J Do the participants have access to the needed equipment (computer or tablet, 
stable internet connection, software or other materials that may be required)?  

 J Do they have access to a private space for participation? 

 J Do they require childcare assistance to participate?  

 J Offer choice on how to participate (e.g., attending a focus group or providing 
responses in a one-to-one interview, participating in an interview via telephone 
or videoconferencing, mailing a questionnaire or completing an online survey). 

 J What orientation or training is required by 
participants to use new programs, technology, 
etc.?  Send out a “tip sheet” in advance that 
explains functions that are available in the 
online platform. 

 J What modes of communication are available 
to participants? What do they prefer? Ask 
them when and how often they would like to 
communicate if this is a study with multiple 
data collection points or if researchers will be 
following up.
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 8. Establish a culturally safe research space.  

 J Include language and ASL interpreters in meetings 
as required. Be sure to ask during recruitment 
if these services are needed, such as on the 
recruitment poster or online sign-up form. 

 J Include participants in decision-making regarding 
processes to be implemented and questions to be 
explored.  

 J Allow participants to identify how the physical or 
virtual space can be made culturally safe and to 
determine if this has been achieved.  

 J Consider how to balance the principles of 
protection and empowerment.  

 J If conducting research with Indigenous people, 
consult with Indigenous agencies regarding the 
appropriateness of the activity. See Culturally Safe 
and Trauma-Informed Practices for Researchers 
during COVID-19.pdf (bcahsn.ca). 

 J Any research conducted with Indigenous people 
should acknowledge their history of trauma and 
recognize the existence of trauma symptoms.

 J Support self-regulation practices such as grounding 
and breathing exercises. Plan time in the agenda 
to lead an individual or group in a grounding or 
breathing exercise at the beginning and/or end of 
interview/focus group. 

 J Develop a list of recommended gender-based 
violence, mental health, and culturally-based 
services for your geographic region to share with 
research participants.  

 J Provide research teams members with anti-racism 
and cultural sensitivity training. 

https://www.bcahsn.ca/sites/default/files/2021-06/Culturally%20Safe%20and%20Trauma-Informed%20Practices%20for%20Researchers%20during%20COVID-19.pdf
https://www.bcahsn.ca/sites/default/files/2021-06/Culturally%20Safe%20and%20Trauma-Informed%20Practices%20for%20Researchers%20during%20COVID-19.pdf
https://www.bcahsn.ca/sites/default/files/2021-06/Culturally%20Safe%20and%20Trauma-Informed%20Practices%20for%20Researchers%20during%20COVID-19.pdf
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9. Offer participants choice as to how and if they wish to continue 
with research data collection activities.  

 J Provide participants with more than one means 
of participating (e.g., attending a focus group or 
providing responses in a one-to-one interview, 
participating in an interview via telephone or Zoom, 
mailing a questionnaire or completing an online 
survey).

 J If in-person research is permitted, ensure that 
appropriate personal protective equipment 
(PPE) is made available to the researcher and the 
participant, and that physical distancing guidelines 
are adhered to.  

10. Debrief with participants regularly about the research activities.  

 J Consult with participants about what is working, 
what is not working. 

 J Ask participants about what would help to 
make their participation easier in the research 
component of the program. What is impeding their 
participation?

 J Designate personnel for emotional support 
during research activities and offer a variety of 
ways participants can engage in this support (e.g., 
telephone, videoconferencing, text message).

 J Provide links to appropriate gender-based violence, 
mental health and cultural or emotional supports 
within the geographic area. 
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11. Think about how you will maintain health and safety regulations 
when conducting research in-person. 

 J Consider the size, ventilation, and location of space 
to be used for data collection and adjust capacity 
and seating arrangement accordingly. 

 J Build in time at the beginning of each session for 
health screening (if necessary) and provision of 
PPE.  

 J Plan and allow time for thorough cleaning of space 
and materials between uses. 

 J Identify potential challenges of masks and 
distancing (e.g., discomfort, difficulty hearing 
others, harder to know how others are reacting to 
or receiving information). Collaboratively identify 
ways to address the identified challenges (e.g., 
speaking louder, being patient with self and others, 
building in check-ins to share reactions and provide 
clarifications, taking frequent breaks so people can 
go outside and remove their masks). 

12. Provide necessary equipment, technology and materials for 
program facilitators and research team members to participate from 
a different location (e.g., from their own home).   

 J Provide appropriate PPE to research team members 
as required. 

 J Provide computers, software, internet access, etc. 
to allow research team members to effectively work 
from home.  
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13.  Ensure privacy, confidentiality and safety of participants and their 
information when using online platforms. Some options include: 

 J Require a password or pass codes when scheduling 
meetings.  

 J Do not make meeting links public. 

 J Control the entrance of people to online meetings 
– such as use of a waiting room feature.  

 J Enable 2 Factor authentication.  

 J Host does not connect from an unsecured wi-fi 
address.  

 J Screen sharing is limited to the meeting host.  

 J Use antivirus products to scan for potential risks, 
vulnerabilities and viruses.  

 J Select a reliable and known videoconferencing 
software. 

 J Make sure no one else is in the room when 
interview is conducted except a support person 
that the participant wants there. 

 J Ensure video and/or audio recordings are stored 
appropriately and deleted once transcription is 
completed.  

 J Avoid online platforms that require users to create 
an account or user profile and automatically 
displays the user’s account name and/or phone 
number.  Alternatively, allow participants in focus 
groups to change their name or display first name 
only. 

 J Use virtual backgrounds for greater privacy 
protection.  

 J Establish a back-up communication plan 
for potential technology failure (e.g., ensure 
participants have an alternative way of contacting 
you via text or phone if video conferencing breaks 
down). 
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 14. Provide appropriate training, mentoring and support for research 
team members. 

 J Educate research team members on risk factors 
related to gender-based violence during times of 
crisis. 

 J Conduct training on use of new protocols and 
data collection procedures. (Practice and test out 
functions such as recording and downloading 
recordings beforehand.) 

 J Coordinate training on using equipment or 
technology. When appropriate and feasible, draw 
on the strengths of colleagues to be peer mentors 
and trouble shoot problems (e.g., regarding use of 
technology, software programs).   

 J Train research team members on other activities 
if their research activities are discontinued or 
postponed (e.g., move from data collection to data 
analysis or literature review).  

 J Maintain or develop communities of practice 
among peers conducting similar research to allow 
for ongoing communication, support and problem-
solving.  

 J Communicate regularly with peers to learn about 
challenges experienced, strategies being used, etc. 

 J When conducting focus groups online, include a 
co-host or technology support person to assist 
with technical demands of the meeting.  

 J Prepare a back-up plan in case researchers 
become ill or are unable to continue with their 
work suddenly. 
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15. Intentionally make time for and invite research team members to 
share how the crisis, as well as the changes to the research protocol 
are impacting them. Consider the anxieties, fears, psychosocial 
stressors, risks, and stigma they may be experiencing (e.g., 
exacerbation of prior trauma reactions, school closures and children 
at home for longer periods of time, loss of job and income). Invite 
sharing with questions such as the following: 

 J How are things going for you? 

 J How are your family/loved ones? 

 J What has changed for you because of the crisis? 
Because of the protocol changes? 

 J How have these changes increased or decreased 
your stress level? 

 J In what ways are these changes affecting your 
safety? 

 J What do you worry about? 

 J What would make things easier for you? 

 J What are some positive things you are doing?

 J What are you hoping to try or continue to do to 
make things better during this challenging time? 

16. Prepare a plan for discontinuing the research if necessary. 

 J Consult with ethical guidelines and guidance, 
including from the research ethics board, on how 
to suspend activities.  

 J Prepare a communication plan that will be shared 
with all involved regarding discontinuation of the 
research activities. 
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17. Evaluate the process and impact of any changes made to the 
research protocol. 

 J How have the changes made to the research 
protocol impacted participant safety, 
empowerment, peer support and trust? 

 J What have been the challenges and benefits 
to the collaborative research process? With 
participants? With community partners? 

 J Reflect on whether the objectives have been met. 

 J Evaluate the incorporation of online research 
activities with participants.  

 J How could the decision-making process have 
been improved?  

 J Were there any unintended consequences?  
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