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Abstract

The unique strengths of qualitative research, through in-depth inquiry and identification of unexpected themes and linkages,
is essential to our growing understanding of COVID-19’s impacts on the social world and its intersection with sustainability
science. However, many challenges—physical, psychological, and ethical in nature—face qualitative researchers during the
pandemic, as social distancing and travel restrictions prevent in-person field work. In this paper, we outline the essential
contributions of qualitative study to sustainability science, discuss current challenges, and in turn, provide recommendations

for researchers.
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COVID-19

Introduction

Qualitative research is uniquely suited to examine mean-
ingful experiences and perspectives during the COVID-19
pandemic—answering how and why the pandemic impacts
our lives and society, and interpreting the significance of
the pandemic for a sustainable future (Teti et al. 2020).
The COVID-19 pandemic is unfolding unevenly across the
globe; cases are dramatically increasing in some areas, and
decreasing or stabilizing in others. Although treatments and
vaccines are on the horizon, there are signs that COVID-19
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may be with us for some time given the complexity of vac-
cine distribution and public suspicions about safety and
effectiveness. This new reality will shape how qualitative
research is conducted on topics related to sustainability sci-
ence, defined here as the study of “the interactions between
natural and social systems, and with how those interactions
affect the challenge of sustainability: meeting the needs of
present and future generations while substantially reducing
poverty and conserving the planet’s life support systems”
(Kates 2011, p. 19,449). Yet, scholars who conduct qualita-
tive and mixed methods research find themselves confronted
with an important question: how can qualitative inquiry,
founded on human connection, empathetic listening, and
“thick description” (Geertz 1973), advance in a world of
social distancing?

Despite its unique strengths, qualitative research has
been notably absent from much of the uptick in COVID-19
social science research, perhaps because of the many chal-
lenges—physical, psychological and ethical—that the pan-
demic poses to conducting this type of research. In this com-
ment, we first discuss how qualitative inquiry can deepen
our understanding of the intersections of COVID-19 and
sustainability issues. We then outline the major barriers to
conducting qualitative research and offer recommendations
for a path forward during the pandemic.
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Contributions of qualitative research
to sustainability science during COVID-19

Qualitative research encompasses a diverse set of prac-
tices, contributing to sustainability science through (1)
the collection and interpretation of in-depth data (Geertz
1973; Yin 2017), (2) generation of “grounded” theories
of the social world (Glaser and Strauss 2017), (3) valida-
tion and triangulation of quantitative findings (Creswell
and Clark 2017), and (4) empowerment of participants
through participatory and community-engaged research
(Cornwall and Jewkes 1995). As such, qualitative research
may be conducted using different epistemological lenses
and methods (Patton 2015). A commonality across these
approaches is a field component, including, but not limited
to, ethnography, participant observation, interviews, open-
ended surveys/questionnaires, and focus groups.

Within sustainability science, qualitative studies pro-
vide insight into the lived experiences of individuals
and communities facing dramatic environmental change,
often detailing unexpected themes and connections. For
instance, an interview-based study conducted by Dodd
et al. (2018) on the effects of wildfire on Indigenous and
non-Indigenous residents of Northwest Canada revealed
how mental and physical health impacts such as fear and
uncertainty compounded the direct health impacts of wild-
fire smoke exposure. In another study drawing on surveys,
focus groups, and interviews, Airriess et al. (2008) uncov-
ered how ties with a neighboring African American com-
munity supported evacuation, relocation, and recovery in a
Vietnamese American community recovering from Hurri-
cane Katrina. These two studies speak to the complexity of
community experiences with environmental hazards, and
tackle questions related to adaptation, recovery, and the
future needs of community members in vulnerable areas,
providing essential contributions to the field of sustain-
ability science.

Since the start of the pandemic, there has been grow-
ing interest in studying its social impacts as scientists
recognize intersections across fields, from public health
to sustainability (Heymann and Shindo 2020; Van Bavel
et al. 2020). For example, the pandemic amplifies exist-
ing environmental health and justice issues (Ferrante and
Fearnside 2020; Wu et al. 2020; Yancy 2020; Laurencin
and McClinton 2020) and may complicate transitions to
low-carbon energy production such as the recent rollback
of pollution regulations in the United States (Friedman
2020). It is imperative that qualitative inquiry include
assessments of how the pandemic is changing human
communities around the world and characterize emerg-
ing processes in response to COVID-19’s social and eco-
nomic disruptions. To address the interrelated physical,
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psychological, and ethical challenges of conducting sus-
tainability science and qualitative research, we provide
recommendations and resources to fellow researchers (see
Table 1).

Physical challenges

COVID-19 social distancing protocols, shelter-in-place
orders, and travel restrictions across the globe pose unique
challenges to qualitative work, often grounded by the
researcher’s physical presence in communities. Although
technology can facilitate virtual, qualitative data collection
(i.e., telephone calls, online questionnaires, video-confer-
encing software), the inability to conduct in-person research
may disproportionately affect access to geographically iso-
lated or disadvantaged populations (Zhou et al. 2020; Mar-
hefka et al. 2020), especially those who have been severely
impacted by the pandemic (Tigue 2020). It may be more dif-
ficult to conduct research with communities with low com-
puter literacy or lack of reliable communications technology
(Irani 2019; Moyle et al. 2020). Limited in-person field work
may also create barriers to gaining entrée and building trust
with communities, particularly if the researcher is new to a
region and does not have community partners or key inform-
ants (O’Connor and Madge 2003; Lo Iacono et al. 2016).

In addition to challenges of gaining access to new or dis-
advantaged communities, it may also be difficult to estab-
lish rapport with individual participants during an interview
over virtual formats, even once access to the community has
been granted. This is especially a concern if deeply personal
issues related to grief or trauma are discussed (O’Connor
and Madge 2003; Lo Iacono et al. 2016), or if the research
topic assesses physical reactions or social cues (Seitz 2016).
If researchers are unable to provide a physically private
space for participants, it may also be challenging to protect
confidentiality over virtual connections, creating additional
barriers to research on sensitive topics (Marhefka et al.
2020). Although these physical challenges are significant,
scholars can take steps to overcome them.

Recommendations to address physical
challenges

During COVID-19, qualitative research design should
account for the health hazards associated with in-person
data collection and utilize virtual and participatory strat-
egies when appropriate. To access isolated communities,
we suggest researchers develop or draw on pre-existing col-
laborations with community partners, including local peo-
ples and Indigenous groups in the study region (Bonevski
et al. 2014). Investing in these community partnerships can
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provide connections to remote populations during COVID-
19 (Tseng and Yeh 2013), while also deepening long-term
trust between researchers and community members. Partner-
ships can also facilitate participatory data collection meth-
ods, such as photovoice or journaling, which provide oppor-
tunities for participants to document their lives, experiences,
and changes in their communities at convenient times and
in safe spaces without computer access (Berbés-Blazquez
2012). Specifically, photovoice is a qualitative method where
community participants can use photography to record and
engage with important issues where they live and work
(Wang and Burris 2016). Participatory mapping is another
method that can be employed to engage local peoples in the
collection of diverse field data, from social interactions to
biophysical indicators, and affirm “local people as knowl-
edgeable actors” (Cornwall and Jewkes 1995, p. 1668). For
example, in a study in Australia, Aboriginal and Indigenous
peoples used participatory mapping to create water and veg-
etation environmental risk assessments, allowing for knowl-
edge sharing not just between participants and researchers,
but also between participant groups themselves (Robinson
et al. 2016). Sustainability science is committed to the devel-
opment of actionable knowledge (Kates 2011); participatory
mapping and photovoice are just two of many participatory
approaches that could be used to further this goal, even with-
out researchers physically present.

When choosing to collect data virtually, qualitative
researchers should consider the features of the platform,
such as user-friendliness, host controls, session recording,
and professionalism (Marhefka et al. 2020). For instance,
video conferencing and screen-sharing are valuable tools
to facilitate shared visual content usually available during
in-person interviews (Janghorban et al. 2014). According
to some scholars, telephone interviews do not yield signifi-
cantly different results from in-person interviews (Sturges
and Hanrahan 2004). Thus, telephone methods, along with
email interviews or internet questionnaires, may be appropri-
ate when visual cues are not essential, or if a large time dif-
ference exists between researcher and participant (James and
Busher 2006; Opdenakker 2006; Braun and Clarke 2013).

Prior to data collection, researchers should practice
with virtual techniques, assess participants’ ability to com-
municate remotely, define what constitutes privacy, and
if needed, arrange a private space for participants (James
and Busher 2009; Marhefka et al. 2020). During virtual
interviews, it is important to set participants at ease by
acknowledging responses and providing encouragement,
especially if audio or visual quality is poor (Braun and
Clarke 2013). Further, researchers should be mindful of
“Zoom fatigue” (i.e., feeling drained by video-conferenc-
ing) by scheduling breaks between participant conversa-
tions (Fosslien and Duffy 2020). Establishing rapport with
individual participants virtually may require more lengthy,
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frequent communication compared to in-person field work;
researchers should incorporate these considerations into
timelines, while also balancing participant time constraints
(James and Busher 2009).

Psychological challenges

Qualitative researchers and sustainability practitioners are
not exempt from the psychological toll of the pandemic or
the secondary stressors that may compound personal and
professional trauma. Despite training to maintain scientific
rigor by establishing professional boundaries and suppress-
ing emotional reactions (Lalor et al. 2006), there is a grow-
ing literature on secondary trauma among social scientists.
For example, many ethnographers work with marginalized
or trauma-exposed individuals, leading to emotionally laden
participant interactions (Whitt-Woosley and Sprang 2018;
van der Merwe and Hunt 2019). Additionally, the iterative
process of qualitative work—Ilistening to, recording, and
writing about participants’ personal accounts of traumatic
experiences—repeatedly exposes researchers to emotion-
ally distressing content and may result in emotional trans-
ference, feelings of guilt, and frustration (Gregory et al.
1997). Thus, participant descriptions of the health, eco-
nomic, and emotional effects of COVID-19, may intensify
the emotional nature of the qualitative research experience
for investigators.

Moreover, some studies have shown that as a group, sus-
tainability researchers suffer from traumatic stress symptoms
(i.e., constant worry, sadness, anxiety, and helplessness),
and exhibit coping mechanisms of detachment (i.e., psychic
numbing and emotional freezing) (Fraser et al. 2013). These
symptoms have been attributed to the scale of sustainability
issues, ongoing loss of ecosystems and species, and effects
of climate change on human communities. Sustainability
researchers may also be exposed to more secondary trauma
during the pandemic because they often work with remote
or resource-dependent communities. Recent reports have
shown that remote, indigenous communities may be more
vulnerable to COVID-19's impacts (Ferrante and Fearnside
2020), and deforestation and poaching may be on the rise in
biodiverse, sensitive habitats due to decreased enforcement
and loss of tourism, respectively (Maron 2020; Butler 2020).

Finally, international institutions and subjects ethics
standards, such as the World Health Organization (WHO)
and Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) do not address
the psychological health of the researcher (World Health
Organization 2011; Nikischer 2019). Given the psychologi-
cal consequences inherent to the COVID-19 pandemic, and
the lack of structural support, individual researchers must
often assess risk and take precautions independently.
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Recommendations to address psychological
challenges

Researchers should proactively consider their well-being
when conducting qualitative work (Whitt-Woosley and
Sprang 2018). Literature on secondary trauma provides
recommendations for self-protective coping strategies for
scholars conducting qualitative research during COVID-
19. These strategies include self-assessment by tracking
psychologically taxing events, journaling or creative writ-
ing, physical health maintenance, meditation, and develop-
ment of peer support networks (Dickson-Swift et al. 2009;
Vincett 2018). In particular, establishing peer support net-
works for debriefing and reflecting on research experiences
is an important component of secondary traumatic stress
treatment (DeLuca and Maddox 2016).

Finally, lack of preparation and attention to researcher
well-being may not only affect the individual, but also the
quality of the research, providing an additional reason for
improved training and institutional support (Rager 2005).
Universities and relevant institutions should look to coun-
seling, social work, and healthcare training programs for
guidelines on self-care and support for individuals engag-
ing in emotionally-laden research (Dane 2000).

Ethical challenges

The COVID-19 pandemic raises a number of ethical chal-
lenges for conducting qualitative sustainability research.
We use the Belmont Report’s three pillars of ethical
research involving human subjects (respect for persons,
beneficence, and justice) to explore ethical challenges
and recent critiques that call for minimizing the aggregate
harms to communities and increasing research transpar-
ency (Friesen et al. 2017).

With regard to respect for persons, study participants
may be balancing multiple roles (i.e., professional, care-
taker, educator) due to the pandemic, while grappling with
health challenges, economic insecurity, and racial and
ethnic inequities and injustice. Participating in a research
study during the pandemic may impose a higher opportu-
nity cost, made more stressful by the in-depth, often per-
sonal nature of qualitative research topics. Alternatively,
individuals who have recently experienced a job loss may
have an increased incentive to participate in research with
compensation. The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are
not being shared equally across demographics; vulnerable
populations, including Black, Indigenous, and Latinx com-
munities, are facing higher COVID-19 infection rates and
morbidity (Ferrante and Fearnside 2020; Yancy 2020;

Laurencin and McClinton 2020). Thus, the COVID-
19 pandemic challenges the standard IRB approach of
addressing ethical issues for individual research partici-
pants (Wing 2002) and requires addressing ethical impli-
cations of research at the community-level, as the effects
of the pandemic are wide-spread and interconnected.
Issues related to security, unpredictability, and recent
trauma that apply to conflict zones and disaster settings
also apply to considerations of beneficence and justice in
qualitative research during the COVID-19 pandemic (Wood
2006; Barron Ausbrooks et al. 2009). Much like the chal-
lenges of working in communities post-disaster, it may be
difficult to access participants, obtain informed free consent
from vulnerable populations, and determine if compensa-
tion is merely an incentive or potentially coercive (Barron
Ausbrooks et al. 2009). Also, while local partnerships are
important for recruiting participants and conducting cul-
turally sensitive research, we also acknowledge that these
groups may be over-extended as a result of the pandemic.

Recommendations to address ethical
challenges

To address these challenges, we suggest that sustainability
researchers reexamine research using a holistic interpretation
of the Belmont Report’s three pillars (Friesen et al. 2017).
To attend to the first principle “respect for persons and com-
munities,” Ryan et al. (1978), Friesen et al. (2017) we rec-
ommend that researchers conduct a thorough oral informed
consent process that does not overstate expected benefits
(Mezinska et al. 2016), and also provides participants with
choices related to the disclosure of information and if it
may be published or recorded (Wood 2006). This type of
informed consent procedure and the autonomy offered to
participants may contribute to decreased instances of re-
traumatization (Wood 2006). When working with distressed
partners and organizations at the community-level, research-
ers should work to investigate questions and collect data of
mutual interest. In line with the participatory action research
tradition, this approach facilitates the pursuit of positive
social change for the researcher and community members.
Additional strategies can support the principles of benefi-
cence and justice. For example, researchers can inform par-
ticipants of resources for psychological support and create
a time lag between initial informed consent and research
engagement (Mezinska et al. 2016). To address compen-
sations and incentives, we propose consulting with local
partners to identify reasonable compensation rates, ensur-
ing that participants feel respected, but are not coerced by a
high monetary value (Barron Ausbrooks et al. 2009). Also
we echo the call to move from protection to participation
of individuals from vulnerable populations (Friesen et al.
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2017). The uneven impacts of the pandemic across demo-
graphics demonstrate the importance of representing diverse
experiences in qualitative research.

Conclusion

In this comment we have proposed creative, respectful
recommendations to many of the challenges posed by the
pandemic to qualitative research. We acknowledge that
our recommendations may not provide tenable solutions
for all research inquiries. In some cases, it may be neces-
sary to postpone data collection, redesign research goals,
and work within institutional guidelines to update research
plans. However, a rich description of how the pandemic has
changed our routines, relationships, and decision-making
could provide the context needed to support culturally appro-
priate behavioral interventions (Van Bavel et al. 2020) and
the foundation for policy interventions promoting sustain-
ability. As we reflect on this new era, the value of collective
action in tackling global sustainability challenges has never
been more apparent. The insight that qualitative research
can provide into interactions between social systems, eco-
systems, and the impacts of COVID-19 will be crucial to
solving the major issues within sustainability science in the
next century.
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