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ABSTRACT
CCS CONCEPTS
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1 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
The COVID-19 pandemic reminded us of all the things we have
taken for granted, things such as giving an old friend a hug or
visiting our beloved grandparents were no longer things we just got
to do. No family or industry was prepared for this rude awakening.
It thus comes as no surprise that the research community was not
an exception to this rule. The pandemic swiftly removed access
to both remote and local communities and ceased ongoing studies
with many institutions, prohibiting face-to-face in person research
[2]. This left many researchers needing to find ways to work around
the physical restrictions in order to engage with communities.

Traditional research methods such as workshops, in person in-
terviews and focus groups [6] were no longer available as tools
that we could readily access and conduct as part of our studies. On-
line platforms started gaining huge momentum [4] and researchers
did what researchers do best - find new ways to conduct research,
even in the toughest of circumstances. Not surprisingly many ar-
ticles started to touch upon how to conduct research during the
COVID-19 pandemic. These publications range from working with
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vulnerable communities such as pregnant women [10], reaching
students and conducting action research in education [11], methods
for conducting clinical trials and maintaining scientific rigor [1],
and in particular a list of methods for fieldwork in a pandemic
was crowd-sourced [8]. Some of these papers and resources mainly
reflected on their own methodologies and lessons learned so that
other researchers can leverage from these experiences. However,
there is currently limited research focusing on understanding and
applying research methods to engage with remote and vulnerable
communities especially with bandwidth constraints [7].

In 2020 we started a new project focused on digital maternal
and child health, seeking to co-design potential interventions with
community members. In undertaking this research during the pan-
demic, we drew on several resources for identifying best practices:
1) the community members themselves, 2) our experiences engag-
ing with community members in workshops and interviews during
the pandemic, 3) the expertise of researchers and practitioners
familiar with community-based research, and 4) existing and devel-
oping literature in this context. In this poster we highlight what we
have learned so far from community engagement activities across
four communities in South Africa, and from our inter-disciplinary
network of expert researchers and practitioners.

2 METHODS
We initially kicked off the study by conducting a literature and prac-
tice review which involved online interviews with the academic
co-investigators and NGOs partners involved in the project. The
review was then followed up with online interviews conducted
with members from vulnerable communities in low resource set-
tings to gain a better understanding of everyday challenges of these
communities and what resources they have and needed, as well as
how these communities prioritised these resources. We report on
the methods our partners shared with us during the online inter-
views as well as the methods we used to conduct online interviews
with communities based in Cape Town, Limpopo and Sweetwaters
in Kwa-Zulu Natal, South Africa. The project and online research
activities received ethical approval from four local institutions and
one from abroad (Blinded for review).
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2.1 Online Interviews with Researchers and
Practitioners

The multidisciplinary nature of this study had the potential to in-
troduce disciplinary differences in the interviews and subsequent
interview data. The researchers thus decided to make use of a stan-
dardized interview script. One section of this script inquired about
the challenges researchers faced while conducting their research in
terms of: 1) The use of Information and Communication Technology
(ICT), 2) engaging with and accessing their research communities,
3) best practices in terms of ethical considerations, when working
in maternal and child health research, and 4) the most appropriate
and successful methods in terms of conducting community-based
co-design workshops during the pandemic. The network members
were emailed an invitation to schedule a 45–60-minute online inter-
view at their convenience. This invitation contained the informed
consent and participant information sheet and instructed the inter-
viewees to return the signed consent form to the researcher before
the interview was conducted. A total of thirty-four participants
representing health sciences, social sciences, computer sciences
and community practitioners participated. Twenty-eight partic-
ipants took part in the interview process. Of these participants
six represented social sciences, seven represented health sciences ,
nine represented computer science and a final 6 were practitioners.
The interviews were recorded, anonymised and transcribed to be
analysed by the researchers using a thematic analysis.

2.2 Community Engagement Activities
Our community engagement activities were conducted in four main
localities, with participants recruited through partner organizations
or existing relationships with each community. Participants were
primarily mothers, with a small sampling of fathers and other care-
givers. Our original intention was to start in-person ideation work-
shops including the community members and other stakeholders.
However, due to the pandemic, we shifted to an online workshop
followed by interviews with individual participants.

The workshop took place on Zoom, with the first hour primar-
ily focused on academic discussions, and the second half taking
place as a group discussion with partners and community mem-
bers touching upon our initial ideas for digital Maternal and Child
Health (MCH) priorities as well as our plans for community engage-
ment interviews. We set up each community in a separate breakout
room, including 1-2 community members, 1-2 partner organization
representatives, and 3-4 other researchers from varying disciplines.
In two cases community members were given data bundles to cover
the cost of connecting using their own mobile data connection. In
one case, the community member attended from a local community
center, facilitated by the local partner. In the third case, researchers
travelled to the villages, and a small number of people gathered to
attend the workshop together via a mobile data connection on the
researchers’ laptops.

Following this workshop, we conducted 30 interviews. This in-
cluded eight participants from Cape Town, twelve from Limpopo
and ten from Sweetwaters. We conducted interviews in the local
language, through the use of mainly mobile or WhatsApp calls.
However, due to poor network coverage and mixed access to de-
vices, the interviews in rural Limpopo were conducted in person,

with strict social distancing and the permission of local and insti-
tutional authorities. In-person research was not allowed by the
institutions overseeing the work in Cape Town and Sweetwaters.
Verbal consent was obtained at the beginning of every call and
the calls were recorded. The recordings were then uploaded to a
shared and secured data cloud, electronically transcribed and later
analysed by a pool of five researchers using thematic analysis. In
this paper we report on the process followed when conducting
these interviews and researcher’s experiences rather than the data
gathered during the interviews.

3 LESSONS LEARNED
We reflect on our experiences conducting an online workshop,
online interviews and on the recommendations provided by re-
searchers and practitioners during the scoping and practice review.

3.1 Including Community Members in
Workshops

While it was beneficial to include the community members in the
workshop, we decided ultimately that the benefit did not outweigh
the cost. Rural Limpopo has poor network coverage. This ultimately
negated the benefit of including the participants in the workshop as
they could not hear or be heard on the call and subsequently did not
answer any of the researchers’ questions. An alternative strategy
would have been to transport the participants to a more urban
location with better network. However, we felt it would be unsafe
to transport a large number of people to an area with potentially
higher infection rates.

Power differentials and socio-economic differences also played
a significant role in the workshop. Not only were the community
members outnumbered, but they were intimidated by many re-
searchers from different disciplines who were all very eager to
ask questions. At the same time, one particular individual (both a
mother and a nurse) was confident in sharing her experiences, and
both mothers were grateful to receive data bundles to participate.

3.2 Online Interviewing with Community
Members

Conducting interviews online made it difficult to build trust and
empathy as our first encounter with the participants was through a
WhatsApp message confirming their participation in the study. The
presence of power differentials complicated the interactions with
the participants, specifically during the verbal informed consent
process at the beginning of each interview. It was difficult to balance
out these differentials as the process, not being in-person, felt too
formal and intimidating for the participants. This was not conducive
to creating a space for open conversations. We thus had to pay
extra attention to building empathy as many of the questions asked
could trigger distress and/or unpleasant memories. This was further
complicated by unstable connections that would often drop or
degrade the quality of the call which forced participants to repeat
their often emotional answers. In addition, the interviews were
often interrupted by family responsibilities or had to be rescheduled
for a later date because it was particularly hard for mothers to
stick to time slots when they had to care for their infants.This
stop start nature of the interviews was challenging for the both
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the researchers and participants as the process often had to be
restarted. Participant recruitment was also difficult at times as some
participants did not reply to the WhatsApp invitations, resulting in
the researcher making a maximum of two follow-up calls before
deciding to remove the participant from the list.

3.3 Researcher and Practitioner
Recommendations to Foster Community
Engagement

The researchers provided recommendations to consider when con-
ducting research with vulnerable communities. This included com-
bining synchronous technologies such as interviews and focus
groups conducted via video conferencing platforms or online col-
laboration tools such as Miro with asynchronous tools and methods
such as diaries, journals, activity books, probes. and etc.

We can still send things on the Mail and if that’s neces-
sary and that can be technology, or it can be something
else that’s perhaps a little bit more creative and engag-
ing. So without the expectation I have [of] having them
collaborate on the screen on line on a call, but doing
something more like probe-based -Researcher
It would be when I would use something like Miro for ex-
ample, which is this collaborative online Software where
we can draw in paint and write and whatnot. Which
I’m sure it still novel so it feels engaging -Practitioner

However, a blend of synchronous and asynchronous technologies
might be overwhelming, especially when dealing with participants
who are not comfortable with technology. Technology champions
(a person comfortable with navigating online collaboration tools
and technology) can assist in these instances by enabling the par-
ticipants to partake in the discussions. This champion can translate
discussions into the online collaboration technology using the voice
of the participants. We should carefully consider that not all partic-
ipants are equal in terms of Internet access and using computing
devices. It is therefore recommended that researchers make use
of a wide range of technology and scaffolding methods accord-
ing to the needs of the participants with many studies employing
video conferencing software where it can be used, then reverting
to WhatsApp calls where video conferencing is not possible and
finally using voice notes and SMS as the access to stable Internet
connections and smart phones decreases.

We made sure that our kind of animations or videos
are small enough to be able to be shared via WhatsApp.
We have also worked with another organization, too
create very low tech approach is translating a lot of
that those scripts into kind of interactive voice response
type script so that is available for Community health
workers in areas that we really only have feature phones
-Practitioner

One final contribution from our interviews was that we should
not discount traditional methods, as they might still work in an
online setting with some tweaking and retrofitting for online. For
example, making use of conference calls, online collaboration tools
and paper during a workshop to enable all participants in the ses-
sion to contribute. Participants who are not fully comfortable with

technology would then be able to take pictures of their designs,
share it with the workshop and have it uploaded to the common
work space.

4 DISCUSSION
4.1 Technical Feasibility
From our experiences we have learned that synchronous connec-
tions and other technology based connections are not always pos-
sible when considering vulnerable communities. As it was the case
with the inclusion of community members in an online workshop
where the members from rural Limpopo were unable to join and
subsequently participate in the call. It is thus necessary to consider
the technical feasibility of any study aimed at these communities.
Workarounds like transporting community members to a central
location with good Internet access when it is safe to do so, mak-
ing use of WhatsApp[5] calls and purchasing data bundles can be
applied to remedy these issues.

4.2 Building Empathy and Dealing with Power
Imbalances

Building empathy and addressing power imbalances can to be dif-
ficult in in-person research with many researchers paying special
attention to this area. This is amplified when an interview or work-
shop is taken into the online space [12]. Researchers should be
prepared for the fact that they will dedicate more time to gain the
trust of their participants. They should also consider the fact that
they may not be able to build enough trust, and thus consider the
influence of these amplified power imbalances on the responses
given and he quality of the data.

4.3 Basket of Methods
Finally, researchers need to be prepared with a variety of options,
both in terms of technology and online/offline methods used, to
respond to technical difficulties as they arise [3]. This basket of
methods is further useful when one considers the fact that not all
resource constraint communities are equal, constraints can differ
within research contexts such as geographical area even between
participants [9]. Additional planning needs to be in place when
using online collaborative tools as not all the participants, even
fellow researchers, would have the same digital expertise and might
not be able to effectively participate during the active sessions.
Employing technology champions and moderators who can assist
or even complete the online activity following the feedback and
voice of the participants, have proven to be beneficial. Last but
not least, flexibility is key as interviews are often rescheduled due
connectivity issues and unexpected family emergencies.

5 CONCLUSION AND FUTUREWORK
Many researchmethods for conducting fieldwork during pandemics
exist [8], however, careful consideration should be given when
choosing methods for low-resource constraint communities, espe-
cially in Low to Middle Income Countries (LMICs) as additional
challenges would emerge in situ. These communities exist in ar-
eas with poor Internet connectivity, with community members
often only owning feature phones and needing to travel to different
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locations to participate in a study. Researchers should consider
these challenges and carefully select their research methods, also
considering that they might need to change and/or adapt their
methods and tools not only between communities, but also within
a single community, as access to devices and Internet connectivity
varies between participants. Finally, combining synchronous and
asynchronous tools has proven to be successful and useful when
conducting research with vulnerable communities. Future work
should focus on more appropriate methods considering the caveats
of these communities.
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