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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Our article draws on two multi-sited studies to present the ethical and methodological challenges of conducting
Vulnerable populations online qualitative research among vulnerable populations in the Philippines—specifically, among people who
Drug war use drugs—during the COVID-19 pandemic. While the global scholarship has long articulated the difficulties
Online research . h . Lo o1 e s .

COVID-19 inherent to pursuing research on such populations, we show how the specific milieu of the Philippines in the last
Qualitative research three years has created exceptional, structural challenges to the conduct of said research. Besides the inevitable
Philippines migration to online fieldwork brought about by the pandemic, researchers have had to contend with the

continuing sociopolitical and existential threat to vulnerable populations posed by the government’s drug war.
Such a milieu, we argue, has further restricted access to potential study participants; redefined notions of in-
timacy and safety in conducting virtual data collection; and rendered people in vulnerable circumstances “more
vulnerable” amid a climate of pandemic-induced precarity and aggravated distrust in the state—all of which
have compelled researchers to undertake necessary innovations to uphold quality and equity in online research.
We conclude by highlighting the need to maintain networks of trust with vulnerable communities, compensate
research participants justly, and safeguard the independence of research institutions and people’s trust in them.

1. Introduction

Much has been written in the last three years about the impositions
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the conduct of qualitative research (Abad
Espinoza, 2022; Bhatia et al., 2022; Cornejo et al., 2023; Howlett, 2022;
Konken & Howlett, 2022; Newman et al., 2021; Roberts et al., 2021;
Salma & Giri, 2021; Teti et al., 2020). But about conducting such
research among specific vulnerable populations in specific sociopolitical
milieus, the literature remains relatively limited.

In this article, we draw on our experiences as qualitative researchers
in the Philippines to present the unique challenges of conducting online
research among vulnerable populations in the country during the
pandemic. We use Taylor Paige Winfield’s (2022, p. 137) aggregate
definition of vulnerability, built on preexisting scholarly conceptuali-
zations, to pertain to “diminished autonomy, a lack of power, limited
agency or capacity to function due to physiological, psychological,
spiritual, and/or structural factors.” Our focus here is on people who use
drugs—those who, for the last seven years, have been targeted by a
state-sponsored ‘war on drugs’ that has killed tens of thousands of

mostly poor Filipinos (Lasco, 2021a). Secondarily, we also include
people living with or who are at risk of contracting HIV (including those
who inject drugs)—a sector that warrants immediate scholarly atten-
tion, given that the country is one of the few in the world where HIV
cases have been alarmingly on the rise (Philippine Department of
Health-Epidemiology Bureau, 2020).

We begin with a brief background on conducting research among
vulnerable populations, and on conducting qualitative research in the
time of COVID-19. Then, we present data drawn from two multi-sited
studies that took place between 2021 and 2022. We pay particular
attention to participant recruitment and data collection since these have
been the components of research most impacted by the pandemic-
imposed migration to the virtual field. We structure our findings into
three sections: In the first, ‘redefining trust-building’, we focus on the
alterations to locating and recruiting study participants; in the second,
‘redefining intimacy’, we zero in on the conduct of the virtual interview;
and in the third, ‘redefining vulnerability’, we discuss some ethical
considerations that arose during the course of our studies. We conclude
by highlighting three lessons from our experiences that can hopefully be
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of use to other scholars who engage with people in vulnerable circum-
stances, whether in the Philippines or beyond.

2. Background: qualitative research, vulnerable populations,
and COVID-19

The need to conduct research among vulnerable populations can be
viewed as foremost a public health imperative: Stigmatized and
marginalized, these populations often face disproportionate health risks
compared to others, in part because marginalization itself drives these
people away from and restricts their access to the relevant resources and
services (Baah et al., 2019; Tuliao, 2021; Wilson & Neville, 2009;
Winfield, 2022). Ironically, while public health programs and similar
interventions may be intended to serve the needs of specific vulnerable
populations, “the very individuals who might benefit most” from such
programs are also frequently “the least studied, the least understood,
and the most elusive” to the scientists and scholars charged “with un-
derstanding and improving [their] public health” (Lambert & Wiebel,
1990, p. 1). Moreover, without downplaying the documented harms that
certain vulnerable populations have experienced, the health-risk para-
digm that dominates the global scholarship—a framework that ap-
proaches people in vulnerable circumstances as always ‘problematic’
and entangled with certain health risks—has no doubt skewed our un-
derstanding of these populations’ contextual behaviors, lived realities,
and, not least, supposed vulnerabilities (Drysdale et al., 2020; Mgller &
Hakim, 2021; Schroeder et al., 2022).

Regardless of whether or not the problematization of a particular
vulnerable population is substantiated, however, research among these
communities has always posed its unique set of challenges. Access—the
questions of where to find study participants and, once found, how to get
them to participate—remains a persistent issue (Dow & Boylan, 2020;
Miller & Sgnderlund, 2010; Witham et al., 2015). At the same time,
embarking on such research is not without its risks; researchers can find
themselves confronting unforeseen psychosocial stresses, working in
hostile political environments and conflict-ridden areas, engaging
communities that are targeted and criminalized by the state, or met by
unwelcoming potential participants (Koehler et al., 2020; Thummapol
etal., 2019). Conducting fieldwork among people who use crack cocaine
in 1980s New York City, Eloise Dunlap et al. (1990) likened the study of
people in vulnerable circumstances to an art form, in which researchers
must deliberately strategize their methods, employ a combination of
tailored approaches, and become more adaptable to the unpredictable
milieus of their interlocutors. Indeed, to quote Camille Quinn (2015, p.
7), there is “no ‘simple’ way” of studying vulnerable populations; the
literature across the decades evinces the multiplicity of methods and
accommodations researchers have adopted to do so successfully (Web-
ber-Ritchey et al., 2021). For instance, in place of in-person or physical
data collection, some scholars have modified access to their in-
terlocutors by resorting to social media and other online channels (King
et al., 2014; Miller & Sgnderlund, 2010), especially since, as Sarah
Williams et al. (2012, p. 379) noted, the anonymity and asynchronicity
afforded by collecting data virtually can “facilitate greater
self-disclosure, increased reflexivity, and an opportunity to collect de-
tails of participant experiences over time.” Others have stressed the need
for ‘culturally safe’ research that is cognizant of the sociocultural norms
and contexts of the community being studied, in such terms as language,
dress, and actual participant observation (Narag & Maxwell, 2014; see
also Curtis et al., 2019; Lata, 2020). Parallel to this has been a clarion
call to approach participants as study partners—rather than as sub-
jects—and dismantle prevailing power structures and epistemologies by
readily ‘sharing power’ with the individuals being studied (Wilson &
Neville, 2009; see also Keikelame & Swartz, 2019; Thummapol et al.,
2019). Furthermore, the need for researchers to take care of themselves
has also figured in the discourse: Especially in settings rife with various
forms of trauma, establishing clear boundaries, be they physical or
symbolic, is essential to both researcher and participant safety in the
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field and beyond (Owton & Allen-Collinson, 2014; Winfield, 2022).

What happens to qualitative research, then, amid a global disruption
as sweeping as COVID-19? To some extent, it becomes even more rele-
vant and urgent, especially to the study of vulnerable populations;
transcending the epidemiologic to unpack the social, and prizing lived
experience over the statistical, qualitative research is particularly well-
suited to such uncertain times as the pandemic (Newman et al., 2021;
Teti et al., 2020). This urgency also stems from recognizing that society
tends to deal with pandemics and other large-scale emergencies in ways
that neglect or, at the very least, deem of secondary importance the
vastly different needs of people in vulnerable circumstances (Newman
et al.,, 2021; O’Sullivan & Phillips, 2019). Notable adjustments have
been made, then, beginning with the transfer of the field site from the
physical to the virtual, consequently blurring such notions as ‘home’ and
‘private space’ (Abad Espinoza, 2022; Konken & Howlett, 2022), and the
reliance of researchers on what Marnie Howlett (2022) described as
‘remote embeddedness’—in essence, field work from afar. More signif-
icantly, the definition of harm has also been expanded: Whereas once it
pertained primarily to the structural and psychological, now it entailed
foremost the scientific tangibility of viral transmission (Konken &
Howlett, 2022; Roberts et al., 2021), compelling researchers to confront
“the biophysical uneasiness of seclusion and pathogenic infection”
(Abad Espinoza, 2022, para. 33).

Scouring the literature of the last three years, one quickly grasps an
emergent paradox: Inasmuch as the pandemic has made conducting
qualitative research both methodologically and ethically easier in some
aspects, in others it has also made it more difficult and complicated
(Konken & Howlett, 2022). For example, some scholars have found
virtual data collection to be psychologically kinder to participants, in
that online interviews supposedly enable these participants to open up
more while also blunting the heavier emotional impact that figures in
physical interviews (Azad et al., 2021). On the side of researchers, the
resort to digital methodologies and materials has apparently expanded
the possibilities of research itself (Konken & Howlett, 2022); in the
words of Luis Gregorio Abad Espinoza (2022, para. 13), what was once
just a “necessary evil or mere means of support” has made it possible to
even study the previously understudied. Yet, these advantages have also
produced their own pitfalls. The (over)reliance on digital technology
across the many aspects of research, from data acquisition to transfer
and storage, renders data more susceptible to privacy breaches or
surveillance—a cause for concern especially in settings involving
authoritarian governments (Konken & Howlett, 2022). And, notwith-
standing videoconferencing methods, the distances imparted by these
remote methodologies still result in the qualitative researcher’s “highly
reduced sensory capacities” (Abad Espinoza, 2022, para. 30), making it
more difficult to collect data that would otherwise be easy to gather in
person: the participants’ visual cues and tics, expressions macro and
micro, and, indeed, their entire material realities (Webber-Ritchey et al.,
2021).

Inarguably, the pandemic’s impositions on research—and the para-
doxes of virtual research during the pandemic—have come to bear more
heavily on vulnerable populations and those who study them. While
virtual qualitative research has made research itself more democratic
and equitable, it has also exaggerated existing inequities or allowed new
ones to flourish (Konken & Howlett, 2022; Roberts et al., 2021; Salma &
Giri, 2021). This is most demonstrable in the methods that have come to
define this so-called new normal: Virtual channels of data collection and
participant engagement have made it easier to access vulnerable com-
munities, but ironically these same methods have also come to embody
the exclusionary paradigm representative of society at large, where
those who are poor, materially deprived, or geographically isolated find
themselves even more disadvantaged (Konken & Howlett, 2022; Maulod
et al., 2022; Newman et al., 2021; Roberts et al., 2021). To this end,
scholars around the world have, for the last three years, reflected
rigorously on the ways the academic community approaches and en-
gages with vulnerable communities, noting the necessity for
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‘differentiated approaches’ (Maulod et al., 2022) that are population-
and community-specific. These include, for starters, the way research
begins: Equity, in this case, now also means recognizing the importance
of refracting the pandemic experience from the perspectives of people in
vulnerable circumstances, accounting not only for the technical aspects
of research (e.g., study design, choice of interview questions), but also
for the subjects and topics deemed worthy of discussion (Cornejo et al.,
2023; Maulod et al., 2022; Roberts et al., 2021; Salma & Giri, 2021). In
engaging vulnerable populations during the pandemic, scholars have
also identified numerous practical measures to ensure ethical conduct
and methodological rigor, including drafting contextualized
data-collection protocols as a form of risk mitigation (Cornejo et al.,
2023; Roberts et al., 2021); modifying the obtainment of consent by
eschewing the traditional written means in favor of methods deemed
friendlier to the vulnerable, such as online, verbal, or video (Newman
et al., 2021; Roberts et al., 2021); putting a premium on digital security
by reducing videographic and photographic trails in cyberspace (New-
man et al.,, 2021); and becoming more attuned to nonverbal cues,
emotions, and, in the case of audio-reliant methods, the unseen elements
of data collection such as stutters and pauses (Azad et al., 2021; Web-
ber-Ritchey et al., 2021). Needless to say, the importance of cultivating
(existing) partnerships with communities of vulnerable people,
including with gatekeepers, has never been more crucial, at a time when
already-limited access to these communities has been compounded
further by the pandemic’s isolating milieu (Bhatia et al., 2022; Hoeflich
et al., 2022; Lata, 2020).

However, despite the relative wealth of global literature on con-
ducting online research among vulnerable populations, we know little of
the ways that researchers in the Philippines have managed to do so
during COVID-19. To date, only three published scholarly articles have
addressed this very issue head-on. Studying vaccine hesitancy in the
country, Mark Donald Renosa et al. (2021) described the ‘fear’ that
spoke of a generational gap within their study team; of people’s ap-
prehensions toward transitioning from the planned in-person setup to a
virtual mode of data gathering; and suggested ways to attenuate tech-
nological disruptions throughout. In a separate article on the same
study, Mila Aligato et al. (2021) delved into the challenges of helming
focus groups online, highlighting the amplified role of notetakers during
discussions, the challenges of recruiting participants remotely and sus-
taining discussions amid a physical divide, and the importance of pre-
serving participants’ privacy when using platforms as public and
ubiquitous as Facebook. Meanwhile, in their multi-sited study, Maria
Virginia Aguilar et al. (2021, pp. 57-65) emphasized the value of
maintaining relationships with the community being studied, especially
when circumstances (as with the pandemic’s) curtail the researchers’
physical interactions with the participants. Of conducting research
among vulnerable populations that have figured in topical sociopolitical
discourse in the Philippines—in particular, people who use
drugs—nothing has so far been written. Seven years since former Pres-
ident Rodrigo Duterte officially launched his drug war, and with the
present administration showing no concrete signs of veering away from
Duterte’s approach toward people who use drugs (Luna, 2022), the ex-
igency to ameliorate the aforementioned gap in the academic literature
cannot be overstated.

3. Approach
3.1. Research contexts

In what follows, we narrate our experiences from two multi-sited
studies conducted in the Philippines during the pandemic, and iden-
tify the unique learning points we gleaned from and resonant challenges
we encountered during the course of these studies. Previously, the three
of us authors—all Filipino medical anthropologists—had worked in
various projects related to the social, cultural, and political aspects of
health care, including illicit drug use. The third author himself has
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worked extensively on drug-related research for the last decade and
even edited the first comprehensive volume to tackle drug use in
contemporary Philippines (Lasco, 2021a). Embarking on these two
studies could therefore be viewed as par for the course as far as our
careers were concerned.

Our first study was about chemsex, a form of sexualized drug use
where the intent is to prolong or enhance a sexual encounter (Bourne
et al., 2014). Specifically, we aimed to fill a knowledge gap in the local
academic literature by exploring where, when, how, and why chemsex
transpired in the country. This study involved the first and third authors,
and took place from May-August 2021. Within this period, we con-
ducted semi-structured interviews with 34 individuals who had engaged
in chemsex in the country since Duterte came to power in June 2016. We
received no funding for this study; whatever costs we incurred (e.g.,
interview transcription costs, participant tokens) were shouldered by
the third author.

Meanwhile, the second study looked into the intersection of drug use
and HIV infection, exploring the risk behaviors and access to HIV ser-
vices of Filipinos who use drugs in general (i.e., those who inject drugs
and those who do not). It was funded by two non-profits in the country
and carried out in collaboration with the Philippine Department of
Health’s (DOH) efforts to address the local HIV epidemic. This study’s
primary objective was to document the experiences of people regarding
drug use, as well as the relevant health and social services, and apply the
findings to develop an HIV surveillance tool, identify strategies to
improve government engagement with people in vulnerable circum-
stances, and expand public health interventions for people who use and
inject drugs. The study took place from January-April 2022 and
involved semi-structured interviews with 50 individuals, 38 of whom
were interviewed virtually. The third author served as primary investi-
gator, with the first and second authors as research associates. Apart
from funding the study, the two non-profits provided logistical support
during participant recruitment, offered culturally sensitive insights
regarding the research methods and approach, and occasionally served
as mediators between us and potential participants. While not finan-
cially involved with the study, the DOH also offered additional logistical
support during recruitment by linking us up with some organizations
that could provide leads on potential participants.

In both studies, we formulated the interview questions ourselves,
although as mentioned in the previous paragraph, the non-profits that
funded our second study provided some input into making the meth-
odology more culturally sensitive. We used local languages to interview
participants according to their preference; these included English and
Tagalog, which all three of us speak, as well as Cebuano, which the first
author also understands. For both studies, we conducted virtual in-
terviews using a variety of social media and teleconferencing platforms,
including Messenger, Viber, Telegram, and Zoom, in addition to a few
that utilized mobile phone calls. At the end of the second study, we
submitted an internal report that was shared between our funders and
the DOH; the first study, on the other hand, has since produced three
full-length journal articles (Lasco & Yu, 2023a, 2023b, 2023c).

In delving into this discussion, it is likewise prudent to look at local
research practices that preceded the pandemic. Way before Duterte’s
presidency, the few scholars conducting research among people who use
drugs in the country (Lasco, 2014, 2018a) already worked in ways that
affirmed the words of W. Wayne Wiebel (1990, p. 5), who said that
“qualitative research is often the only appropriate means available for
gathering sensitive and valid data from otherwise elusive populations of
[people who use drugs].” Evidently, this all stemmed from an awareness
of how drugs and the people who use them have figured and long been
perceived in Philippine society: as synonymous with “dangerous” ad-
dicts, central to moral panics (Cohen, 1972) that have ensued in crucial
historical junctures, and, like in many parts of the world, deserving foci
of state-sponsored, anti-drug crusades (Tan, 1995; see also (Lasco,
2021a) for a comprehensive discussion on drugs vis-a-vis Philippine
society). Inevitably, as Lee Edson P. Yarcia (2021, p. 298) noted, “the
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history of drug laws in the Philippines [has become] an account of pu-
nitive policies against people who use drugs”—one that culminates
presently in the Comprehensive Dangerous Drugs Act of 2002 (2002),
which metes out severe punishments to anyone caught selling, using, or
possessing prohibited drugs (e.g., life imprisonment for the possession of
10g of cocaine, 50g of crystal methamphetamine, or 500g of marijuana).

Given that history, the need to maintain participant privacy and
security has therefore been of utmost importance to drug-related
research. Predating the Duterte era, this fact was already not lost upon
research participants themselves; as verbalized clearly by an informant
in the first author’s ( (Lasco, 2014) p. 787) ethnography of metham-
phetamine use among poor, Filipino youth, those who used drugs but
failed to prioritize their security had “only two fates: the graveyard or
the prison cell.” Undoubtedly, Duterte’s presidency ushered in a harsher
‘climate of fear’ (Warburg & Jensen, 2020), driving the targets of its
drug war further into the margins of society and making research among
their communities all the more challenging. While research was
perceived as “[posing] no additional risk to the community,” researchers
still had to make significant adjustments to their methodologies, such as
“[avoiding] focus groups, which might attract undue attention, and
[working] in a community where they had the cooperation of local of-
ficials” (Lasco, 2021b, p. 142). At the same time, by immersing in these
targeted communities, researchers also exposed themselves to what
Anna Bremer Warburg and Steffen Jensen (2020, pp. 8-9) described as
the “heightened unpredictability” of an “ever-shifting terrain”, where
extrajudicial killings took place even in public and in broad daylight,
and researchers could just as well find themselves caught in the
crossfire.

3.2. Analysis and ethics statement

The findings and discussion that follow are based on our individual
field notes and observations. Throughout the conduct of the two studies,
we regularly met online—in addition to one in-person meeting at the
end of the second study—to discuss any research-related challenges we
encountered. In writing this article, we arrived at a consensus on how to
collectively present those notes and observations, and the reflections
they kindled. The direct quotations in this article were pulled out of
transcribed interviews from the second study, in which strategies on
state-led engagement with vulnerable communities were part of the
discussions. Both studies followed protocols that were approved by the
Ateneo de Manila University Research Ethics Committee (approval no.
AdMUREC-19-061).

4. Findings and discussion
4.1. Redefining trust-building: accessing and recruiting participants

In conducting both studies, participant recruitment was our foremost
challenge. Our experiences echoed the reflections of scholars who
underscored the importance of trust-building in accessing vulnerable
populations, especially for the purposes of engaging them in sensitive
interviews (Cornejo et al., 2023; Lata, 2020). In our case, we were not
only recruiting participants who belonged to long-stigmatized commu-
nities in the Philippines and whose activities were explicitly criminal-
ized by state policy; we were also recruiting them amid a pandemic that
imposed unprecedented logistical restrictions.

Our success with participant recruitment for both studies could be
attributed to two breakthroughs. The first was our engagement with
gatekeepers of the target communities; with individuals or nonprofit
organizations working with people who use drugs and/or living with
HIV, and to a lesser extent, government agencies in public health. Some
of these gatekeepers had worked with the first and third authors in their
previous drug-related research, greatly enhancing the introductory
networks of trust for our new studies. Here, our experiences aligned with
those of international scholars who have pointed out how leveraging
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these linkages is key to sustaining research mobility despite the pan-
demic’s curtailments (Bhatia et al., 2022; Cornejo et al., 2023; Hoeflich
et al., 2022). In our case, the gatekeepers not only helped us find par-
ticipants; they also served as guarantors of our studies, in a sense
‘legitimizing’ our attempts to penetrate the target communities by as-
suring potential participants it would be safe to be interviewed by us.
This collaborative strategy facilitated a vetting process and installed a
safeguard measure that ran both ways—for us researchers to be able to
reach genuine participants, and for potential participants to ensure their
participation would not compromise their privacy and safety. Through
these networks of trust, we were able to commence a snowball system of
recruitment for both studies and, more significantly, had an easier time
recruiting participants for the second study, as we reengaged some
participants from the first, given the overlapping topics.

Our second breakthrough came with the use of online and virtual
communication platforms for recruitment. This was particularly crucial
for our first study (on chemsex): Despite introductions from gatekeepers
and referrals from initial participants, our snowball system came to a
halt. So, we turned to social media and unexpectedly found more effi-
cient engagement after advertising our study on Twitter: In the online
community known as ‘alter’, where users post primarily sexual content
through anonymous accounts, Filipino chemsex practitioners apparently
comprise a sub-community themselves (Cao, 2021; Piamonte et al.,
2020). Of the almost 60 individuals who expressed interest in our study
or were referred by a participant, more than half contacted us after
seeing our advertisement. To approximate the dynamics of in-person
conversations, we endeavored to communicate with potential partici-
pants (e.g., via direct messaging on Twitter to explain study objectives)
using a more casual and personalized approach, allowing us to establish
familiarity, intimacy, and rapport before the actual interview while also
enabling a two-way vetting system where both participant and
researcher got to know each other. Asynchronicity, in a way, was also
more advantageous for our participants, as it gave them extra time to
digest information about the study, forward their concerns, and build
trust toward the researchers (Hoeflich et al., 2022; Newman et al., 2021;
S. Williams et al., 2012).

Still, there were downsides to online recruitment. Already mentioned
was the difficulty of sustaining the snowball system, demonstrating how
peer referrals or respondent-driven sampling is prone to unpredict-
ability; how referrals from trusted sources can still end up not partici-
pating for a variety of reasons. More importantly, relying on the social
networks of the participants themselves was itself limiting: It confined
participation to the social circles of previous participants, effectively
excluding many others. In our chemsex study, the participants were
largely cis-gender men who have sex with men, who identified as middle
or upper middle class and lived in the capital region of Metro Man-
ila—precisely because our initial interviewees belonged to these de-
mographics and referred their friends or acquaintances to us. Here, the
necessity of working with gatekeepers became evident: In the second
study, we were able to involve participants from more diverse
geographical and socioeconomic backgrounds by working with more
gatekeepers across the country.

4.2. Redefining intimacy: conducting the virtual interview

Scholars have pointed out how online qualitative research redefines
the spatiotemporality of relationship-building between researchers and
participants (Miles, 2020); how diminished physical interaction from
the use of remote modalities can take away the ‘human-ness’ in
rapport-building (Glogowska et al., 2011; Renosa et al., 2021; Shuy
et al., 2003). However, many of our participants said they actually felt
safer participating in our studies through online or phone interviews,
and found it easier to divulge intimate details that they otherwise would
not have shared in in-person interviews. The idea of ‘safety’, in this case,
was expressed by our participants in two ways. First, there was ‘physical
safety’, or being able to talk openly about their drug use without
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worrying about the drug war-related and legal consequences of such a
public admission (e.g., being reported to the authorities, possible arrest).
Given these security-related concerns, we always stressed the impor-
tance of anonymity to each participant prior to their interview. Our
interlocutors were briefed that, for interviews on platforms with video
options (e.g., Zoom), they were not obliged to turn on their cameras; that
communication could be strictly via audio only. As one participant from
the second study noted, the distance created through the use of remote
methodologies was game-changing:

I don’t think you can just meet people [who use drugs] like me in
person and invite them to an interview—because they wouldn’t trust
you unless you already knew each other. I guess online interviews
work better if you don’t know each other on a personal level; at the
very least, you can’t see each other.

Second was ‘emotional safety’, in which participants allowed
themselves to open up and become vulnerable in what they perceived to
be a ‘safe space’. A number of our participants mirrored the sentiments
of those in Sam Miles™ (2020) study in telling us that their interview was
actually the first time they talked about their drug use to another person.
The anonymity between participant and researcher was apparently
helpful, as one participant noted: “In online interviews like this, I
actually feel safer sharing confidential information about myself to a
stranger like you.”

Beyond feelings of safety, the shift to the virtual field afforded our
participants more freedom and agency to co-construct how, where, and
when the research took place—which seldom happens in in-person en-
counters where researchers tend to be more actively in control (Elwood
& Martin, 2000). Certainly, the technological exclusions of online
research that other scholars have elucidated also figured in our studies
(Azad et al., 2021; Hoeflich et al., 2022; Newman et al., 2021). While
online communication allowed us to transcend geographical boundaries
(a definite advantage, given the country’s archipelagic nature) and
conduct interviews more flexibly in terms of time and venue, it pre-
cluded the technologically illiterate and materially disadvantaged from
participating. Mindful of the sensitive nature of our topics, we specif-
ically asked participants to situate themselves in a secure, private room
or area during the interview, and to use their own devices and
accounts—consequently excluding the less privileged with access to
neither. Toward those who ended up participating, we therefore made
conscious efforts to be more flexible by letting them select the interview
platform and adjusting to their availability (in a number of cases, con-
ducting interviews during weekends or in the evenings, when some of
them felt safer or had more privacy) (Bhatia et al., 2022; Hoeflich et al.,
2022; Newman et al., 2021). This autonomy to co-construct the inter-
view ‘safe space’ evidently encouraged our participants to be more
truthful and unguarded during interviews, as one participant disclosed:

With online interviews, I can decide where to place myself. I can
freely choose a space where I know I will feel safe so I can be a lot
more honest during the interview. [Being interviewed] in a public
place, say, a coffee shop, [puts me at] risk of being heard by other
people, that I don’t think I would be as comfortable as I am now.

Meanwhile, the blunted ‘human-ness’ in constructing intimacy dur-
ing the virtual interview meant we as researchers had to make particular
sensorial adjustments: working on our active listening skills, learning to
gauge the participant’s demeanor based only on the tone of their voice,
relying on ‘non-words’ (Webber-Ritchey et al., 2021) to make our
presence known, and learning to sustain their interest while navigating
their silences by quickly formulating follow-up questions to keep the
conversation going (Abad Espinoza, 2022; Renosa et al., 2021; Web-
ber-Ritchey et al., 2021). Aside from these sensorial adjustments, we
also encountered technical difficulties such as problems with internet
connection or audio quality. During the second study, the first and
second authors separately experienced making repeated phone calls just
to continue interviews with participants who were having connectivity
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problems; the recordings of these calls had to then be pieced together
during transcription for coherence. Additionally, it could also be
mentally taxing to listen to the participants’ emotionally charged stor-
ies. Thus, while using remote modalities made data collection more
efficient, we had to individually limit ourselves to a maximum of three
interviews per day to safeguard our own mental health. Overall, we
found these sensorial, technical, and emotional challenges that came
with doing virtual interviews to be demanding—in some cases, even
resulting to experiences of “Zoom fatigue” or technological exhaustion
from conducting remote work (Luebstorf et al., 2023; Tuan Anh et al.,
2022).

Establishing intimacy and good rapport with people who use drugs in
the Philippines has always been tricky for researchers. After all, the
research topic is taboo, widely regarded as a moral and social evil, and
its open discussion could very well get the participants arrested or even
killed. Among other measures, simple precautions like obtaining consent
verbally (instead of through written forms) and not requiring our par-
ticipants to turn on their video during interviews were in effect not only
a means of adapting to the demands of virtual research; they also helped
reduce stigma by providing people with safe spaces to talk about drug
use more and enabled ‘power sharing’ in our research (Wilson & Neville,
2009). In imagining a future where virtual research and long-distance
researcher-participant socialization will be part of the norm (Keen
et al., 2022), such adjustments will surely be a necessity, as researchers
learn not only to “[think in] extended temporalities” (Abad Espinoza,
2022, para. 35), but also to sense and discern in them.

4.3. Redefining vulnerability: issues of compensation and distrust

In this third section, we talk about two issues related to the concept
of vulnerability that arose during the course of our studies. Earlier, we
discussed vulnerability in terms of participants opening up and allowing
researchers into the most intimate parts of their lives, underscoring the
need for ‘emotionally engaged’ methodologies (Butcher, 2022). But we
also wish to highlight the very tangible, socio-material dimensions of
vulnerability related to our participants’ experiences.

The first concerns the issue of compensation that arose during the
second study. Notwithstanding protocol adjustments to ensure the par-
ticipants’ privacy at all times, we still had to comply with administrative
requirements in relation to funding, including a thorough documenta-
tion of the provision of tokens. With our largely remote methodology,
compensation was provided virtually through electronic or e-wallets or,
to a lesser extent, bank transfers. In the Philippines, the most widely
used mobile phone-dependent e-wallet across all sectors appears to be
GCash. When our study took place, GCash had yet to implement a se-
curity feature that heavily redacted an account holder’s name during
transactions (see CNN Philippines Staff, 2022), which meant that,
despite our efforts to anonymize our participants, we still gained access
to their real names. In fact, some participants opted to forego receiving
compensation precisely because they wanted to keep their identities
private. On the other hand, we also had participants who did not have
access to e-wallets, let alone a bank account, in which case they had to
borrow other people’s accounts to receive compensation—in this way,
also exposing themselves to safety risks and privacy breaches.

The issue of compensating research participants has been widely
discussed worldwide (Devlin et al., 2022; Gelinas et al., 2020; Head,
2009; Newman et al., 2021; Resnik, 2015; van Wijk & Harrison, 2013; E.
P. Williams & Walter, 2015). Some have argued that the promise of
compensation can be a form of ‘undue influence’, with individuals
participating—coercively, in a sense—all for the sake of the material
reward (Collins et al., 2017; see also van Wijk & Harrison, 2013; E. P.
Williams & Walter, 2015). To borrow from Luke Gelinas et al. (2020),
this may have become an even bigger concern during the pandemic,
with many individuals in vulnerable circumstances—including some of
our participants—having grappled with losing their jobs and other forms
of socioeconomic hardship. Nonetheless, we concur with scholars who
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have stressed the value of proper and fair compensation, especially
when working with the vulnerable and marginalized (Abadie et al.,
2019; Gelinas et al., 2020; Resnik, 2015). Far from being coercive, fair
material compensation can make participants feel like valued research
partners, undoubtedly enhancing their trust in the research itself
(Resnik, 2015). Besides, as Amie Devlin et al. (2022) showed, appre-
hensions regarding ‘coercion’ among participants may be unfounded:
Even low-income individuals engage in deliberate risk-benefit analyses
before committing to joining a study, and the promise of material
reward is only one of many factors they consider.

All this brings into question current practices in the country, which
we also adopted. In both studies, we pegged compensation at PHP 300
(around USD 6), following longtime practices of the local, qualitative
research community and the recommendation of the ethics board that
approved our study protocols. However, some potential participants
actually refused to participate because they deemed the offered
compensation insufficient—a justifiable position, we admit. For the time
and effort people expend in participating, for the expenses and oppor-
tunity costs they incur, and, most especially, for rendering themselves
vulnerable to the researchers, fair compensation is nothing if not a form
of justice in research.

A final issue concerns vulnerability in relation to the state, its po-
litical and legislative machinery, and the implications of this to the
future of research among vulnerable populations in the country. In both
studies, we encountered frequent suspicion from potential participants
regarding the nature and motives of our study; suspicions that we may
be mere informants for the state. While it is important for participants to
know who their researchers are, in the case of our second study, it oc-
casionally aggravated their distrust. In that study, we also elicited their
insights regarding potential participation in a nationwide, government-
sponsored behavioral survey to be conducted by the DOH, on top of
informing them that the present study was being carried out in collab-
oration with that government department. Just knowing that the gov-
ernment was somehow involved in this study was enough for some
individuals to retract their participation. Here, people’s distrust in the
country’s institutions was very much evident; to varying degrees,
distrust in the state also resulted in distrust in health and academic
authorities, effectively restricting the two-way access between re-
searchers and people in vulnerable circumstances. For our participants,
vulnerability thus became two-fold: The ‘climate of fear’ (Warburg &
Jensen, 2020) engendered by the drug war was further compounded by
the climate of health-related precarity induced by the pandemic.

Conversely, the vulnerability—and safety—of researchers is just as
much of a concern. For us and the few others who conduct research
among people who use drugs in the country, the war on drugs has
become a constant, potentially life-threatening concern. As the third
author wrote previously (Lasco, 2018b), embarking on this field of study
means running the risk not only of endangering one’s interlocutors, but
also of being ‘mistaken’ as a member of the state-targeted community
itself. While the shift to virtual research had its share of difficulties, we
cannot deny the striking difference brought about by our removal from
the physical field in terms of our own feelings of security: Suddenly, we
no longer had to think about literal, physical threats to our safety,
making it, to a degree, less worrisome to conduct the two studies.

5. Conclusion

A three-point parting note, then: First, in researching vulnerable
populations, it is vital to maintain relationships on the ground. Of
course, these relationships can affect the kinds of individuals we end up
engaging, which means we should be ever cognizant of the need for
reflexivity in resorting to these networks of trust. While the importance
of building and maintaining relationships with gatekeepers and, indeed,
entire vulnerable communities has been well-established, we want to
emphasize that in settings like the Philippines, where these communities
have been disproportionately persecuted, such pre-existing relationships
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can literally spell the difference between research success and failure.
Next, just compensation is essential in engaging people in vulnerable
circumstances. On this note, researchers, as well as their funders and
institutional review boards, would do well to reexamine current
compensation practices and move toward adjusting the values accord-
ingly. This would not only show our appreciation and respect for peo-
ple’s experiential knowledge and expertise (Collins et al., 2017), but
would also be a way of recognizing the material realities of doing
research; of recognizing that people incur particular costs to participate
in a study and must therefore be compensated congruously (Gelinas
et al., 2020). Lastly, there is a need to safeguard the independence of
academic and scientific bodies from the state and its associated ma-
chinery. We say this as researchers from the Philippines who have
encountered distrust from members of the vulnerable communities we
wished to study, but this also applies to researchers from other parts of
the world. In fact, this may be the most urgent point: Throughout the
pandemic—and even prior to it—we have witnessed scientific and
public health authorities come under attack from both the populist
governments that are supposed to work with them and the ordinary
people they are supposed to serve (Lasco, 2020). Absent that—which is
to say, when we fail to earn the trust of the communities we wish to
study—the vulnerable will always be beyond the reach of any research
endeavor, whether in-person or online.
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