
GAGE virtual research toolkit: 
qualitative research with young  

people on their covid-19 experiences
Małachowska, A., Jones, N., Abu Hamad, B., Al Abbadi, T., Al Almaireh, 

W., Alheiwidi, S., Bani Odeh, K., Iyasu, A., Gebre,  Y., Gezahegne, 
K., Guglielmi, S., Mitu, K., Pincock, K., Rashid, S., Saleh, M., Sultan, 

M., Tilahun, K., Workneh, F., Yadete, W. and Youssef, S. 
June 2020



Suggested citation
Małachowska, A., Jones, N., Abu Hamad, B., Al Abbadi, T., Al Almaireh, W., Alheiwidi, S., Bani Odeh, K., Iyasu, A., Gebre,  Y., 
Gezahegne, K., Guglielmi, S., Mitu, K., Pincock, K., Rashid, S., Saleh, M., Sultan, M., Tilahun, K., Workneh, F., Yadete, W. and 
Youssef, S. (2020) GAGE virtual research toolkit: qualitative research with young people on their covid-19 experiences. 
London: Gender and Adolescence: Global Evidence.

Acknowledgements
We sincerely acknowledge all the adolescent girls and boys and their families for sharing their experiences, without whom 
the study would not have been possible.

We also acknowledge the editorial and layout support from Anna Andreoli.



Table of contents

Evidence on virtual interview approaches ........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ ....1

Virtual research in LMICs......................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... .....1

Methodological strengths of virtual research......................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... ...2

Methodological challenges of virtual research ................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... ...2

Overview of GAGE virtual research approach......................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... ..2

Ethical considerations ................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... ...3

Individual tools ................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ ...4

Individual interviews.......................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... ....5

Photo essays ............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... ....5

Audio and written diaries ........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ .....7

Small group interviews ................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ ....9

Lessons learned about the virtual research process with young people in LMICs................................................................................................................................ .12

References................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................14



GAGE virtual research toolkit

Figures
Figure 1: A 15-year-old in-school Lebanese girl	 6

Figure 2: A 16-year-old married Syrian girl	 6

Figure 3: A 17-year-old married Syrian girl	 6

Figure 4: A 17-year-old Syrian boy out of school	 6

Figure 5: A 17-year-old married Syrian girl	 7

Figure 6: A 17-year-old married Syrian girl in an informal tented settlement (ITS)	 8

Figure 7: A 19-year-old in-school Palestinian girl	 9



1

Introduction
This toolkit provides an overview of the virtual qualitative research tools that the GAGE programme is using in order to 
understand young people’s experiences under covid-19. The tools focus on young people’s knowledge, beliefs and behavioural 
responses in the context of the covid-19 pandemic and diverse and evolving state responses to the virus. They also aim to 
explore the short-term impact of covid-19 on six capability areas: education and learning; health, nutrition and sexual and 
reproductive health; psychosocial well-being, economic empowerment, voice and agency, and bodily integrity (including 
age- and gender-based violence, child marriage and FGM/C). A complementary set of tools will be used to explore slower 
onset impacts at a later date. 

The covid-19 pandemic has created exceptional circumstances to which research activities have to adapt, both from a 
methodological and an ethical point of view, including the adaptation of measures and methods to mitigate against limitations 
of the virtual research methodology. Accordingly, this toolkit also reflects on lessons learned that can inform the efforts of 
others engaged in virtual data collection. 

Evidence on virtual interview approaches 

While early research using digital technologies focused predominantly on survey research, there has been increasing interest 
in the ways that virtual interviewing can generate alternative real-time, interactive settings, particularly with hard-to-reach 
populations (Turney and Pocknee, 2005). To date, virtual and phone-based research has been utilised largely with adults. 
Where extant literature has explored the intersection of youth and digital technology, it is in relation to virtual spaces as 
a setting in which young people can be studied, rather than as a means of undertaking research that is traditionally done 
face-to-face such as focus groups and interviews (Stern, 2004; Heath, 2010). In the Global North, these methods have 
been occasionally used in qualitative research with young people with the objective of widening samples and engaging 
marginalised populations, or to investigate sensitive topics in which anonymity may promote participation. Topics explored 
have included the experiences of young people undergoing cancer treatment (Tates et al., 2009); the support networks of 
adolescent parents (Valaitis and Sword, 2005); young women’s self-esteem (Fox et al., 2007); youth financial and housing 
security (Moore et al., 2015); and young people’s sexuality (Heah, 2018). 

Virtual research in LMICs

Scant virtual research has been undertaken with young people in low- and middle-income contexts (LMICs). Van Heerden 
et al.’s (2010) research with South African adolescents is a notable exception; they used a phone survey to understand 
young people’s engagement with text-message sexual health communications to assess the impact of an intervention. 
However, this work did not explore these issues qualitatively, and only briefly considers how ethical issues like consent and 
privacy are altered through technologised methodologies. Indeed, research in LMICs which uses virtual and phone-based 
methods consists mainly of market research and consumer surveys (e.g. Slippers et al., 2013; Rudanksy-Kloppers, 2014, 
both in South Africa). 

The absence of qualitative virtual and phone-based research in LMICs may be due to its slow growth as a methodology, 
as well as assumptions about whether it is practical in these contexts. Familiarity with online communication tools and 
good internet connectivity will affect the nature of an interview in a way that does not need to be considered in the use 
of asynchronous methods (Deakin and Wakefield, 2013; Hamilton, 2014), presenting particular challenges to research 
undertaken in contexts where young people may have lower levels of digital literacy and connectivity (Murthy, 2008). 
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Methodological strengths of 
virtual research 

Not only have LMICs seen significant growth in youth 
uptake of digital technologies, potential methodological 
strengths have been noted in online and phone-based 
individual and group interviews which may make them well-
suited for research with marginalised young populations in 
some settings. For example, it may be easier to withdraw 
from virtual and phone-based interviews because it 
requires no more than pressing a button rather than 
negotiating an exit face-to-face (Hanna and Mwale, 2017). 
Participants may also feel more comfortable disclosing 
sensitive information by not being face-to-face and being 
able to participate in the interview from a familiar space 
such as one’s home, (Hanna, 2012; Chanakira et al., 2014; 
Sipes et al., 2019). 

Methodological challenges of 
virtual research 

Weaknesses and challenges are, however, associated 
with these methods, and the literature highlights a range 
of possible measures that researchers can take to offset 
these. When devices are shared between young people 

and family members, unintentional breaches of privacy 
may happen (Bailey et al., 2015). Reduced visibility can 
mean that it may be harder to know when to interject, 
offer comfort breaks or change topics (Mealer and Jones, 
2014). Being able to anticipate through familiarity with 
participants and the research agenda what some of the 
more challenging questions might be can help researchers 
in this (Sipes et al., 2019). 

It can also be more difficult to retain a participant’s 
concentration during a telephone-based interview (Gillham, 
2005) and more targeted questions may therefore be 
required, which along with time constraints can make 
it more difficult to explore issues in depth (Irvine, 2011). 
Concentration of younger participants in phone and virtual 
interviews may also be more limited (Lobe et al., 2008). 

Within virtual group interviews, some voices may 
dominate, and it can be more difficult for researchers to 
note why this might be and find ways to include quieter 
participants. Researchers with strong interpersonal and 
group management skills, and reflexive self-awareness, 
are essential to effectively respond to these challenges 
(Hurworth, 2004; Moore et al., 2015). However, they can 
also create a space for young people to listen to others 
with whom they might otherwise not be in contact with, 
which can be a positive experience, especially for young 

Adolescent boys in Amhara, Ethiopia © Nathalie Bertrams/GAGE
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people who are socially isolated (Tates et al., 2009). Some 
scholars have also suggested it can be difficult to build 
rapport through such methods and that this affects the 
quality of data generated (Shuy, 2002), though others have 
contended that this is not necessarily the case (Sturges 
and Hanrahan, 2004; Trier-Bieniek, 2012). Given the lack 
of consensus on this, virtual and phone-based interviews 
may be most effectively used as a complementary 
method to other modes of research interaction through 
which a mutually trusting, face-to-face relationship can be 
developed (Block and Erskine, 2012). 

Overview of GAGE virtual 
research approach

The Gender and Adolescence: Global Evidence (GAGE) 
longitudinal research programme aims to strengthen the 
evidence base on adolescents in the Global South, with 
a particular focus on vulnerable adolescents, including 
adolescents with disabilities, adolescent mothers and 
married girls, adolescents in remote rural settings, and 
adolescent refugees and IDPs. 

With the outbreak of covid-19, GAGE needed to quickly 
adapt its research methods to ensure that we could 
capture adolescents’ experiences in these extraordinary 
times. As a longitudinal research programme with an 
established research sample, including young people 
who are engaged in ongoing participatory research 
activities, the programme was well placed to carry out 
social research on the immediate effects of the covid-19 
pandemic and diverse government responses (ranging 
from a strict lockdown in Jordan through to a belated 
and fragmented approach in Bangladesh). The tools 
included here aim to capture short-term effects and will 
be complemented later in 2020 with a second set of 
tools aimed at capturing slower onset effects (e.g. more 
permanent school dropouts, child marriage etc.). 

While we found that virtual telephone and internet 
platform-based interviews are not a substitute for face-
to-face interactions with respondents, they are still able 
to generate rich data, especially where researchers 
already have relations of trust and rapport through prior 
interactions, and point to an important complementary 
methodology for contexts where face-to-face interactions 
are not possible or would put already vulnerable 
communities at risk. 

Our approach differs by country depending on 
structural limitations, such as internet and phone 

connectivity, and the level of preventive measures taken 
by the local governments. For example, whereas our work 
was supported by local community facilitators in rural 
communities in Ethiopia where there were limitations on 
movement to and from localities, but not within, in Gaza 
and Jordan at the time of the first round of interviews 
movement was highly restricted, even with social 
distancing measures in place. 

Ethical considerations 

The design and conduct of the GAGE programme is 
informed and fully aligned with core ethical principles that 
emphasise the rights, dignity, safety and well-being of both 
research participants and researchers. 

Consent and assent: GAGE researchers have 
established relationships with the qualitative research 
participants and the written consent and assent had 
already been secured during previous rounds of data 
collection. Nevertheless, interviews with adolescents 
were preceded by conversations with study participants 
and their caregivers, during which we retook consent and 
assent orally and made sure that respondents were keen 
to participate in the virtual interviews or video calls, agreed 
to the conversations being recorded, were aware of the 
steps taken by us to ensure confidentiality and understood 
that their participation was voluntary.

Photo consent: For the adolescents who were part of 
participatory research activities, as part of the initial 
consent and assent process, we sought permission to 
reproduce and display photos shared with us and we 
continuously make sure that respondents understand that 
the photos may be displayed during events, on the GAGE 
website and other social media pages, such as Facebook 
or Twitter, or in reports we produce both online and in print.

Sensitive topics: We gave great consideration to the 
topics to be discussed with adolescents over the phone 
and we went through multiple rounds of review processes 
to adjust the instruments depending on the context 
and participants’ locations. Sensitive issues, such as 
married girls’ relations with their husbands or violence 
and tensions within households, were only discussed if 
GAGE researchers, knowing the participants beforehand, 
were certain that the adolescents had privacy and were 
comfortable discussing these topics on the phone. All 
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Semi-structured interviews – prompts

First, I wanted to check how are you doing? Are you 
and your family okay?

Knowledge about covid-19

•	 What do you know about covid-19? How does it 
spread? What are the symptoms?

•	 What is your main source of information about the 
covid-19 situation? (Family, TV, internet, peers?) 
What do you learn from these sources? Thinking 
about what you know now, what would you like to 
know more about?

•	 Has covid-19 impacted the way you seek out 
information/read or listen to the news?

Behaviours in response to covid-19

•	 Is your community ‘social distancing’? What 
is allowed and what is not in your community? 
(Where are people allowed? When? Under what 
rules?) What proportion of people are following 
the rules?

•	 Has covid-19 impacted your life? Has your daily 
life changed? How did you spend your time 
before and after? How are you feeling about 
these changes?

•	 Has covid-19 impacted other members of your 
family? What has changed about what they do?

•	 Does your household have enough water and 
soap/sanitisers to maintain good hygiene?

•	 Does your family have enough access to food? Is 
this the same or different from before? 

•	 How has covid-19 impacted the way you interact 
with your family? How are you feeling about these 
changes?

•	 How has covid-19 impacted the way you interact 
with your friends? How are you feeling about 
these changes?

virtual data collection activities happened at a time 
chosen by the adolescents, with the aim of ensuring  
maximum privacy. 

Research team training and debriefing process: 
Lockdowns in countries where GAGE research is 
taking place had significant implications for vulnerable 
populations limiting access to basic services and 
employment, with many families struggling to meet 
their basic needs. While researchers involved in virtual 
interviews were already part of the team trained on GAGE 
protocols and research ethics and received additional 
training on virtual data collection approaches, we found 
that the gravity of young people’s situations as a result of 
the covid-19 outbreak required more opportunities for the 
research teams to debrief and discuss the challenging 
experiences of study participants. Whereas debriefings 
were part of the regular GAGE research process before, 
their importance was emphasised during the virtual data 
collection, serving as psychological first aid when even 
researchers had decreased opportunities to interact with 
colleagues and other support networks. 

Real-time feedback: In order to inform the governments’ 
responses and those of their development partners in 
the countries in which GAGE is working, it was essential 
to be able to quickly analyse the voices of adolescents 
regarding their perceptions and experiences of life under 
the restrictions. The GAGE programme made adjustments 
in the analysis process by increasing the interactive 
involvement of the country research teams in providing 
preliminary findings presented in rapid policy briefs and 
bilateral briefings with government and non-government 
officials – e.g. in Ethiopia where GAGE notified the Ministry 
of Health about a measles outbreak in a specific region of 
the country.

Individual tools 
Individual interviews
The virtual interviews aimed to understand the knowledge, 
attitudes and behavioural changes related to covid-19 
of adolescents aged 10–19, and the impact of covid-19 
across the six GAGE capability areas. Interviews were 
conducted with a subsample of adolescents participating 
in the GAGE longitudinal study and involved 20–60-minute 
semi-structured conversations by phone, WhatsApp and 

on other online platforms. These calls were made at the 
beginning of the covid-19 outbreak and the questions 
were adapted to capture changes over time. In addition, 
selected adolescents who were previously trained and 
agreed to participate were asked to provide work on 
photo stories and weekly diaries illustrating their views and 
experiences of the crisis.
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Photo essays 
Participatory photography as a research tool aims to build 
participants’ capacities in photography as well as digital 
storytelling in order to provide an innovative format for 
young people to express their views and experiences. 
GAGE has been using participatory photography with 
a subsample of adolescents in Ethiopia, Jordan and 
Lebanon to complement other research activities and 
explore the participants’ experiences and perceptions 
around what it means to be an adolescent girl or boy in their 
communities. We found that during the covid-19 lockdown, 
this tool allowed the participants to express themselves 

and to reflect on their realities and the challenges they 
face, especially for adolescents with whom other virtual 
research methods proved challenging, e.g. for adolescents 
with disabilities or those with limited digital connectivity. 
The process involved asking adolescents to reflect on 
key changes in their lives, taking photos to illustrate the 
changes and working on captions that provide the context 
to the photo and what it represents or symbolises for them. 
Photos selected by adolescents were also discussed with 
other participants as part of virtual group discussions. 

Possible topics for photos/captions: 

•	 Take photos that show your daily activities and how you 
are spending your time at home and how you are feeling 
about these activities. 

•	 Take photos that show how you are feeling during the 
covid-19 restrictions. 

•	 Take photos that reflect your worries and concerns 
during these times.

•	 Take photos that reflect your daily challenges and your 
response.

•	 Take photos that reflect your perception of the general 
situation (self-quarantine and other measures taken to 
confront the covid-19 pandemic) or that reflect your 
opinions about the measures taken locally, or how 
people are responding to these measures.

•	 Take photos that reflect your perception of the changes 
that happened in your life and in your community since 
the outbreak of covid-19 and the lockdown.

•	 Has covid-19 impacted your schooling? If so, 
how?

•	 How has covid-19 impacted livelihoods in your 
family? How is this impacting you and your 
family?

Perceptions about government responses to the 
pandemic and formal/ informal support

•	 What do you think of the government’s response 
so far? What about your community’s response? 
Your family’s response?

•	 Are you receiving any support from 
organisations? If so, which organisation? What 
sort of support? 

•	 What could enhance your situation – and 
the situation of your family – if the lockdown 
continues? 

Adolescent girls in Bangladesh © Nathalie Bertrams/GAGE
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Examples of photo essays prepared by 
research participants

After so many days in quarantine, I felt normal without 
�any gloomy feelings for one day. I heard on the news 
that the situation is becoming better in Lebanon and 
life might get back to normal and we might go back to 
school. That made me feel happy for a day at least. 

�Since the lockdown started, we have had no income 
because my husband stopped working. We cannot 
afford bread and food anymore and I with other 
women in the camp started baking bread at home. 
This is making me very tired, as I have to bake and 
do the housework while my children are around me. 
My infant daughter keeps crying all the time and my 
son is becoming harder to control. It is becoming very 
hard to take care of them while they are at home all 
the time. I am exhausted and I often hit them under this 
increased pressure.

�Life has become a prison that is shrinking around us. 
We have no place to escape to now. 

�
�I have been through many difficult emotions during this 
period, I now feel that my feelings such as this tree are 
dead and the curfew does not help me to overcome 
these feelings easily, but I believe that I will prevail and 
conquer all difficulties in the future. 

Figure 1: A 15-year-old in-school Lebanese girl

Figure 2: A 16-year-old married Syrian girl

Figure 3: A 17-year-old married Syrian girl

Figure 4: A 17-year-old Syrian boy out of school
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�I started drawing when I first went to school, I liked it 
and it made me happy. After I got married I didn’t draw 
as I used to, but because of the lockdown I got bored 
and now I am back to what makes me happy. I draw 
but I don’t share it with anyone – just my child or other 
children.

Audio and written diaries 

The ‘diaries’ tool was designed by the GAGE programme 
during the covid-19 outbreak to capture adolescents’ 
experiences, feelings and reflections amid the pandemic. 
Diaries were intended to be either written or recorded 
according to adolescents’ preference and literacy 
capabilities. The tool consists of prompts that constitute 
a broad outline for the diaries and aims to help adolescents 
express themselves and reflect on different issues in 
their daily lives. These questions were broad and open-
ended, allowing adolescent girls and boys in different 
circumstances to reflect on their particular situation in their 
diaries. The prompts include questions about adolescents’ 
daily activities, challenges, positive experiences, feelings 
and interactions with peers, family members or members 
of their community. These were designed to capture how 
adolescents’ psychosocial well-being has been impacted 
during the pandemic and their coping strategies during 
this period. Prompts on adolescents’ exposure to media 
and news about the pandemic and their reflections and 
perceptions towards the developments of the situation 
in their community, wider society and globally were also 
included. The diary tool allowed us to have a unique insight 
into the adolescents’ days as their diaries walk us through 
their daily activities, and to understand their psychological 

state as it evolves over the course of the pandemic. Writing 
the diaries can also serve as a coping strategy for many 
adolescents, as it helps them express what they are going 
through during the pandemic and it became a daily outlet 
for some adolescents to relieve their stresses and worries, 
while at the same time providing them with a private space 
that they might lack at home, especially with all members 
at home during the lockdowns. 

Diary prompts

•	 How are you feeling today and why are you feeling 
this way? How does this compare to the previous 
day/week?

•	 If you were not feeling good, what did you do 
to feel better? Did you do an activity or talk to 
someone? What was the activity and with whom 
did you talk? How did that help you?

•	 At what time did you sleep and wake up?  How did 
you spend your day? How does this compare to 
your daily routine prior to covid-19? How did you 
feel about these activities? 

•	 Did you meet or talk to someone today/this 
week? Who was it? What was the interaction 
like? What did you talk about? Were there any 
meaningful interactions that highlighted your day/
week? Why were these important to you?

•	 Is there anything specific that you are thinking 
about today? Is there anything that you are 
worried about and why? 

•	 Did you face any specific challenge today/this 
week? What was it and how do you feel about it? 
What was the hardest thing for you today/this 
week and why? (For example, family problems, 
problems with friends, housework, childcare, 
studying, work, getting basic needs, rent, 
healthcare, etc.)

•	 Did you follow national and/or international news 
today/this week? Did you follow news specifically 
about covid-19? What is your impression of the news? 

•	 Is there anything new that you learned (on the 
news, TV programmes, social media, books, 
etc.)? Was this important for you and why? Did 
you discuss this with anyone – online or in person 
– why/why not? 

Figure 5: A 17-year-old married Syrian girl
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A 15-year-old in-school Lebanese girl wrote in her diary, 
‘I spent the day helping with the housework … when I finished, 
I watched a lot of news about the coronavirus and that it 
is spreading … I feel very sad and worried, but my worries 
are not about the disease, they are about other issues … I 
am worried about people’s ability to work and the closure 
of the stores and about my father who is sad because he 
is not working … I am sad because schools are closed and 
worried that students will never go back to school because 
of this situation … I went to my friend to talk to her about my 

feelings of sadness … but I do not like it when people start 
asking me questions and want to know why I am sad…’

A 17-year-old married Syrian girl noted ‘I used to write 
my diaries before I got married and it made me always feel 
better to get out everything on paper … I stopped because 
I have children and many responsibilities now … However, 
this activity has helped me to get back to writing my diaries, 
it is a relief to write all my feelings and worries.’

Another 17-year-old married Syrian girl who had 
limited access to her husband’s phone stated ‘I cannot 
say everything on the phone … the problems increased at 
home … Now that we are writing diaries, I will tell you about it 
in the diary and delete from the phone after I send it to you.’

Examples of diary entries

Figure 6: A 17-year-old married Syrian girl in an 
informal tented settlement (ITS)

•	 Did you try anything new today/this week? Or 
did you plan to do anything new? What are these 
things and why did you plan or do them? Why are 
these important to you?  

•	 What would you have liked to do differently today/
this week and why?

Today I woke up at 8. Usually I wake up at 7 but 
I woke up late because the children were still 

sleeping because it is very cold. I prefer to stay asleep and 
not wake up to this hard life. I wake up and start praying to 
help us because we do not know what life is hiding for us. I 
feel distressed and I do not know why. I tried to make myself 
feel better by distracting myself with the housework and 
showering the children. I was distracted a bit, so I decided 
to take a break and watch a series. Then I talked to my 
friend on the phone and I felt better. After the children slept, 
I went to my visit my neighbour to get out of the house and 
we talked about this life and its problems. She told me how 
many people are infected with the virus in Lebanon. I felt 
that is important for me because we need to know for how 
long we will be staying in confinement at home. I went back 
home and I found my husband angry after he came back 
from the market. I asked him why he was angry but he did 
not answer me. When he cooled down, we talked and he 
told me that he was angry because everything is becoming 
very expensive and he does not have enough money for 
all our expenses. I started crying because I cannot do 
anything to help him. I felt bad because of this hard life and 
everything is blocked in our faces. We do not even have the 
UN [UNHCR] to help us with the expenses. The night came 
and all the family gathered and watched the news to see 
the situation in the country, it was beneficial because we 
learned that we should take care of everything like washing 
the hands, and protection from everything, and drinking 
warm liquids and not cold water. Then everyone slept and 
our day was over.
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Small group interviews 

For the adolescents who are part of our participatory 
strand of research in Jordan and Lebanon, we carried 
out small group discussions with older adolescents who 
already know each other focusing on the impacts of 
covid-19 on the six capability domains.1 The modality 
of these group discussions differed by community, 
depending on young people’s connectivity and access to 
devices. Participants were clustered depending on their 
age, gender, nationality and school status in groups of 
two to five adolescents, with discussions taking between 
45 and 60 minutes. We follow up with participants every 
two to three weeks to capture changes in their lives due 
to covid-19, and we are also organising cross-country 
discussions to encourage young people to compare their 

1	 For more details see the GAGE Conceptual Framework https://www.
gage.odi.org/publication/gage-conceptual-framework-second-
edition/.

experiences with peers in other countries and of different 
nationalities. 

An initial pilot of the small group interviews suggested 
that interviews were more dynamic when there was just 
a pair of participants as young people appeared to feel 
more willing to express a view that did not only mirror the 
group consensus, and as a result we were able to explore 
issues in more depth and add value to individual interviews. 
Follow-up interviews with young people participating in 
larger group settings suggested that they were enjoyable 
for participants and these will continue to be included in 
the participatory research process, but the pair interviews 
were richer in generating complementary insights. 

Figure 7: A 19-year-old in-school Palestinian girl

This is the 15th day of confinement at home. 
It is like any other day, full of boredom, 

despair and depression. From the moment I wake up 
and even when I’m working, my head is full of negative 
thoughts and I do not know what to do. All I am thinking 
about is to finish the housework fast and go to sleep. It 
[sleeping] is my only refuge, the only place I can run to 
escape the reality, the family problems, from the vividness 
of the memory, and from all what is happening moment 
by moment. I do not want to hear anything or talk about 
anything or see anyone from my family, friends or relatives 
because I feel something is broken inside me and the 
pains are increasing. My soul stopped loving and my 
heart stopped longing and I discovered that carelessness 
is the medicine: it kills the desire to fill an empty space 
… perhaps you feel death while you’re smiling. For those 
reasons, I go to sleep and leave everything behind me. 
I sleep all day and wake up all night until the sun rise 
while everyone is sleeping and it is calm, and I am sitting  
alone, silent.

https://www.gage.odi.org/publication/gage-conceptual-framework-second-edition/
https://www.gage.odi.org/publication/gage-conceptual-framework-second-edition/
https://www.gage.odi.org/publication/gage-conceptual-framework-second-edition/
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Semi-structured focus group discussions

•	 What are the key issues affecting adolescent girls 
and boys according to these six capabilities? 
Discuss changes in each due to covid-19.

SESSION 1
1a. Adolescents in school

Part 1: Education and learning

•	 Has the covid-19 outbreak changed your access 
to school/vocational training? How? 

•	 What about the time you can dedicate to 
learning? Did that change? Do you have more or 
less time? Why? 

•	 If you had a choice, what would be the highest 
level of education you would like to obtain? Do 
you think that the covid-19 crisis will affect your 
chances of going back to school/continuing 
your education? What about the focus of your 
education?

•	 Has the support for your learning (from parents, 
teachers, local organisations, others) changed 
as a result of the covid-19 outbreak? If yes, how? 
What support were they receiving before and 
after?

•	 Does your family receive any assistance from the 
government or international organisations (e.g. 
UNRWA, UNICEF) (food, cash) or other e.g. 
Zakat? Has it changed as a result of covid-19?

Part 2: Voice and agency, 
and psychosocial well-
being

•	 How has covid-19 impacted the way you interact 
with your friends? What about recreational 
opportunities? How are you feeling about these 
changes? 

•	 How has covid-19 impacted the way you interact 
with your family? How are you feeling about these 
changes? Did family dynamics change? How? 

•	 This can be a stressful time for many people – 
how do you deal with your stress or when you are 
feeling sad? Is there anyone you can talk to in 
confidence? 

•	 What about your access to internet/devices like 
mobiles/TV/computer? Do you need to compete 
with other household members to access these 
and whose access is prioritised in your family?

•	 Do you use any online resources to help you cope 
with the covid-19 situation? If so, what and how?

Wrap up

•	 What would you recommend to the government 
and other policy actors as a priority to make the 
situation less challenging for young people?

1b. Adolescents out of school

Part 1: Time use/economic 
empowerment

•	 How does your usual day look like? How does it 
differ compared to before the covid-19 outbreak?

•	 In the month prior to the covid-19 situation, were 
you doing anything to earn money or obtain 
things for yourself or your family? If you were 
employed before, was it affected? How? If you 
are still working, have you been provided with any 
guidance/protective measures? Have your wages 
changed since covid-19?

•	 Did the covid-19 outbreak make you reconsider 
going back to school? Why? 

•	 Since the covid-19 outbreak, did the way your 
family manages their income change? Who 
controls the money and income? Is it different 
from before?

•	 Does your family receive any assistance from the 
government or international organisations (e.g. 
UNRWA, UNICEF) (food, cash) or other e.g. 
Zakat? Has it changed as a result of covid-19?

Part 2: Voice and agency, 
and psychosocial well-
being

•	 How has covid-19 impacted the way you interact 
with your friends? Recreational opportunities? 
How are you feeling about these changes? 

•	 How has covid-19 impacted the way you interact 
with your family? How are you feeling about these 
changes? Did family dynamics change? How? 
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•	 This can be a stressful time for many people – 
how do you deal with your stress or when you are 
feeling sad? Is there anyone you can talk to in 
confidence? 

•	 What about your access to internet/devices like 
mobiles/TV/computer? Do you need to compete 
with other household members to access these 
and whose access is prioritised in your family?

•	 Do you use any online resources to help you cope 
with the covid-19 situation? If so, what and how?

Wrap up

•	 What would you recommend to the government 
and other policy actors as a priority to make the 
situation less challenging for young people?

SESSION 2 – for all adolescents

Part 1: Health and nutrition

•	 Would you say that you are healthy? Was your 
health affected by the covid-19 outbreak?

•	 Does your family have enough access to food? 
Is this the same or different from before the 
covid-19 outbreak? 

•	 What about access to health services for you 
and your family? Has that changed as a result of 
covid-19? How? What about the quality of these 
services? 

•	 Have you ever smoked cigarettes/argila/vaped 
(what, how often, with whom)? Has your behaviour 
changed since the covid-19 outbreak? How?

Part 2: Bodily integrity 

•	 Now that the mobility of most people is restricted, 
do you have a place where you feel safe? Has 
it changed as a result of covid-19? How are you 
coping with those changes?

•	 Do you think that as a result of the covid-19 
outbreak the tensions in your community 
increased? How do people cope with changes 
that have affected them? Is it different for adults 
and adolescents? What about in your household? 
How did it change? How are you coping?

Part 3: Voice and agency

•	 Do you feel that you can express your opinion 
to your family about matters affecting your life? 
Does your voice matter? What kinds of things can 
you decide for yourself and what kinds of things 
do your parents/family decide for you? Has it 
changed since the covid-19 outbreak? If so, how?

•	 Has covid-19 impacted the way you seek out 
information/read or listen to the news? 

•	 Have you heard about any initiatives that allow 
adolescents to respond to the covid-19 outbreak/
participate in the response? Are there any that 
you could be part of? 

•	 Do you think there are any ways that we could 
harness the energy of young people in your 
community and get them more involved in 
activities aiming to help people in response to the 
covid-19 outbreak? What could they be?

•	 What do you think the priority action should be to 
help people in your community?

Wrap up

•	 “Of all the things we talked about, what to you is 
the most important thing that was said?”
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Lessons learned about the 
virtual research process with 
young people in LMICs
Build on existing relationships where possible: With 
ongoing longitudinal data collection with adolescents, 
GAGE was well positioned to undertake virtual research 
on covid-19. Over the years, we managed to establish 
good relationships with respondents and to build trust with 
both adolescents and their caregivers, which resulted in a 
timely and generally high response rate and openness to 
be interviewed by the GAGE researchers. When possible, 
we attempted to arrange for the interviews to be carried 
out by the same researchers who had visited adolescents 
in-person before, so as to maximise the benefits of these 
relationships. Knowing the respondents and their individual 
situations was emphasised by the GAGE researchers as 
key in reaching them by phone, as was explained by one 
of the researchers from Ethiopia: ‘The current political 
situation is not stable – and there are many political issues 
to discuss which link to the covid-19 situation ... So, unless 
the adolescents had prior contact with us – I don’t think it 
would be easy to have these conversations,’ and also from 
Lebanon: ‘Knowing the boys from previous activities has 
removed the awkwardness and the emotional distance 
during phone interviews.’ 

Support young people to express their views through 
open-ended questions and complementary interactive 
tools: Participants’ lives changed rapidly in the last few 
months, and while the changes were often disruptive 
to adolescents’ well-being, the newness of the situation 
compelled them to share and discuss their views and 
experiences. Participants also expressed that being 
able to talk to us and participate in interactive activities 
including digital storytelling and audio diaries was a source 
of comfort and support for them during challenging 
times, particularly when many felt very isolated since the 
lockdown had begun. As one adolescent girl participant 
in Lebanon noted: ‘I am happy we are talking again, I wish 
we could talk like this every two days. We feel so lonely, we 
cannot visit our neighbours because everyone is afraid and 
we cannot leave the camp. I even cannot talk to my mother 
because they do not have internet ... I feel suffocated and I 
needed someone to talk with.’ 

Virtual focus group discussions also helped to break 
adolescents’ loneliness and allowed participants to interact 

with one another. This was especially evident in the case 
of girls who would not be allowed to socialise otherwise, 
as demonstrated by two Palestinian refugee girls living in 
Jordan: ‘We have no internet [at home] but we managed to 
get access from our cousin. We are so excited to chat and 
talk to others and someone out of the country. This has 
never happened before, all our lives we did the same things 
and especially now it is good to be part of the project.’

Ensuring privacy requires a multidimensional 
approach: One of the main challenges we faced was 
ensuring privacy for the adolescents. Minimising the risks 
of participation is central in the GAGE Research Ethics 
Protocol recognising that the protection of confidentiality 
is critical to ensure data quality. Accordingly, instruments 
have been adapted to make sure that adolescents are 
comfortable with the topics discussed over the phone or 
on video calls, especially when we found the adolescents 
in our sample were at times supervised by their relatives, 
girls in particular. Knowing the participants beforehand 
also allowed the researchers to be more receptive of 
subtle signs shown by the respondents and to adapt 
conversations accordingly. The qualitative interviews were 
also complemented by photo essays and adolescents’ 
diaries to facilitate sharing more sensitive thoughts that 
adolescents were not comfortable communicating over 
the phone. 

Connectivity challenges require careful planning and 
flexibility: Issues with connectivity and access to digital 
technologies were challenging, even in urban settings. 
GAGE works with particularly vulnerable populations, 
whose access to phones, electricity and internet is often 
limited, especially in rural areas. During lockdown, families 
needed to prioritise access to devices, which resulted 
in challenges with scheduling interviews and not being 
able to reach some of the households. Reaching girls 
was hampered further by restrictive gender norms and 
families prioritising access for other family members, 
which was also the case for adolescents with disabilities: 
‘I faced a difficulty to participate in the interview because 
I don’t have a private phone for myself. So I contacted you 
through my aunt’s phone, who I am living with’ (17-year-old 
Palestinian girl with a visual disability living in Jordan). Due 
to these limitations, group discussions worked better in 
smaller groups, which also allowed researchers to match 
respondents based on their availability and adjust the 
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virtual platforms based on their connectivity. Negotiating 
with families, being very flexible about scheduling 
interviews to suit the participant’s new daily routines and 
holding conversations in several segments if necessary 
were key to reaching adolescents successfully. 

Careful training, piloting and experience sharing 
for researchers are essential: All instruments have 
been piloted and adapted depending on the context, 
and the researchers have been trained to carry out 
virtual interviews, including how to establish rapport 

and recognise subtle cues to know when to pause the 
interview, and how to allow for multiple calls to cover the 
core questions if the interviews were interrupted. While 
we work with trained and skilled researchers, we found 
that the experience of virtual data collection was largely 
a new experience also for the research team, which 
emphasised the importance of regular debriefings to 
discuss the findings, adjust our methods, discuss referral 
cases, but also to allow the researchers to share their own 
experiences and to unload the emotional burden resulting 
from interviewing particularly vulnerable households. 

Syrian women and girls in an informal tented settlement in the Bekaa Valley © Russell Watkins DFID
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