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Abstract
Research with violence against women (VAW) survivors as a hard-to-reach population 
involves various methodological and ethical challenges and this is particularly so 
in the context of strong patriarchal ideologies and limited research capacities, such 
as Pacific Island Countries (PICs). PICs record substantially high rates of VAW, but 
empirical research that has captured the experiences of VAW survivors is scarce and 
gender-disaggregated data is substantially missing or out-of-date. In addition, most 
research on VAW has been conducted by non-PIC-based researchers, with limited 
evidence of a long-term impact on PIC communities regarding the eradication of 
VAW and the development of PIC research capacity. We conducted surveys on the 
effectiveness and awareness of VAW-related laws with over 300 individuals each in Fiji 
and Vanuatu. Although we consulted the World Health Organization’s guidelines in 
research on VAW and other academic references on methodology, these guidelines 
required modifications in our data collection, considering the unique geographical 
and cultural contexts of the two case study countries. With the modified approaches, 
while the safety and confidentiality of women participants may have been somewhat 
compromised, the project successfully documented the views and experiences of 
VAW survivors (and some male abusers) with support from local postsecondary 
students as research assistants. The project also confirmed the high prevalence of 
VAW in the sample communities of the countries but the low awareness of the 
laws and support services among the participants. Based on the experience sharing 
among the authors regarding the data collection stage, this article discusses what 
sort of methodological approaches can be employed in research with a hard-to-
reach population such as VWA survivors in the PIC (or similar) context.
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1  Introduction
Research with violence against women (VAW) survivors involves various methodologi-
cal and ethical challenges. VAW survivors are often hidden [1–3], making it difficult for 
researchers to recruit participants for their research projects. Protecting the safety and 
confidentiality of study participants poses additional challenges. This is particularly so in 
contexts where women are less empowered.

Compared to global figures, Pacific Island countries (PICs) have relatively high rates 
of VAW, and Fiji and Vanuatu, the case study countries of this article, are no exception 
to this [4, 5]. In PICs, patriarchal ideologies allow men to assault women when women 
do not adhere to their partners’ wishes with respect, loyalty and obedience [6–8]. Soci-
etal beliefs, religions, and customary practices largely limit women’s rights, roles, and 
livelihoods [9]. Following Christian doctrines, women are also taught that their pri-
mary duties are to nurture and care for their home and attend to family gardens and are 
expected not to cross the boundary of a female zone of mothering and nurturing at home 
[10–12]. Women who fail to perform their domestic duties are often disciplined verbally 
or physically by their partners. Men often quote the traditional practice of bride price 
and the biblical teaching to justify their actions [13, 14]. Village internal matters includ-
ing VAW cases are also handled by men. The village chief or headman often attempts to 
reconcile the abuser and survivor. Women are not always given a chance to seek justice 
under the law or access support services provided by external providers. Even though 
each island of Fiji and Vanuatu (and PICs) is culturally diverse and so are gender roles, 
overall, women are prevented from reporting family violence cases to maintain commu-
nal bonds, to follow religious teachings, or not to disturb family unions.

The geographical settings of Fiji and Vanuatu also contribute to a high number of non-
reporting VAW cases. Fiji and Vanuatu are small island developing countries with large 
rural populations. Although the larger islands have urban centres, the rural population is 
spread over a very large number of islands (111 in Fiji, 83 in Vanuatu). The infrastructure 
is not well established on smaller, more remote islands: electricity, let alone high-speed 
internet, is not widely available. The mountainous geographical features of the islands 
make many communities/villages only accessible via boat, four-wheel vehicles, or on 
foot. Women’s daily life is often confined to their village. Without being exposed to the 
information given from outside the village, women sometimes do not recognize that the 
violence they are experiencing is classified as a crime. Even if they do recognize it, they 
are unaware of externally available support services. As such, Pacific women are a vul-
nerable and hard-to-reach population who may hesitate to share their personal experi-
ences or views, even on non-sensitive topics [9]. Not only is it difficult for authorities to 
regularly update gender-disaggregated data across the country, but it is also not easy for 
organizations to reach those who need support [1, 15]. Researchers also cannot easily 
recruit study participants.

Although the literature has accumulated research outputs on VAW in PICs [8, 10–12, 
17–20], most of them discuss the cultural and religious factors that contribute to high 
VAW rates but very few are empirical, recruiting VAW survivors as their participants 
and documenting women’s life stories in depth. As such, these studies on VAW do not 
intensively discuss methodological challenges, and the voices of PIC VAW survivors are 
yet to be substantially heard in research despite feminist methodologies’ emphasis on 
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capturing the everyday experiences of women and the effects of gender inequalities [21, 
22].

Recently, based on their experiences in leading the team that aimed to produce a series 
of Gender Equality Briefs for 14 Pacific Island Countries and Territories [9], Siow and 
James pointed out the lack of gender-disaggregated data in PICs [23]. According to 
them, the data on gender-related issues in the PICs is often outdated, or worse, non-
existent. For instance, in the Solomon Islands, the most recent figures on VAW are from 
a study done by the Secretariat of the Pacific Community in 2009 [24]. In Vanuatu, even 
though the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey, conducted by United Nations Children’s 
Fund in 2023, included data on attitudes toward domestic violence (DV), it did not con-
duct a comprehensive survey on DV, and there was no data on experiences of violence 
[25]. Otherwise, the most recent comprehensive nationwide data on VAW in Vanuatu 
is from 2009 [16]. Siow and James point out PICs’ limited state capacity for data collec-
tion, which is due to the lack of human resources and funds, in addition to the lack of 
awareness among the government and citizens with regards to the importance of gen-
der-disaggregated data [23]. The organizations that advocate for VAW survivors, such as 
Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre (FWCC) and Vanuatu Women’s Centre (VWC), are already 
under heavy pressure to fulfil their mandate to provide services and do not have much 
additional capacity to take on extra tasks such as conducting a nationwide survey [23]. 
The shortage of empirical qualitative data that captures women’s experiences, combined 
with missing or outdated gender-disaggregated data, has resulted in non-inclusive policy 
making and further exclusion of an already marginalized group – survivors of VAW [23, 
26].

In this article, based on our experiences in conducting questionnaire surveys on VAW 
and the effectiveness of the VAW-related laws in Fiji and Vanuatu where empirical stud-
ies with VAW survivors and gender-disaggregated data are deemed limited, we discuss 
strategies to work with hidden and vulnerable populations in the context of strong patri-
archal ideologies and limited research capacities. Particularly, we address the following 
three questions. First, what might be the unique methodological challenges in VAW 
research in the PIC context and how can they be overcome? Second, to what extent can 
the recommendations and strategies for researching VAW survivors proposed by inter-
national organizations and researchers [27, 28] apply to the PIC context, including rural 
communities where patriarchal ideologies dominate and women’s privacy is less pro-
tected? Third, how can research on VAW leave a positive impact on the general public 
and communities regarding the eradication of VAW and contribute to capacity develop-
ment in PICs?

1.1  Methodological challenges in research with VAW survivors in PICs

Previously, Ellard-Gray et al. discussed the methodological challenges associated with 
social science research with hidden, hard-to-reach, and vulnerable populations [28]. 
According to them, some populations are hard to reach because of their physical location 
(i.e. remote islands), their vulnerable positions (such as the target of discrimination), or 
their hidden existence (no published statistics). VAW survivors in PICs fall under one or 
more of these aspects of hard-to-reach populations. The literature on VAW, in particular 
in the context of rural areas across the globe, has discussed the reasons for being hard to 
reach. First, in rural areas, maintaining community bonds or traditions is prioritized. As 
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a result, women remain silent [1–3]. Speaking up and seeking help from an outside third 
party is viewed as a threat to community bonds. Second, in rural areas, women tend to 
believe that staying home and being a good wife is important and this belief includes 
enduring challenges such as an abusive relationship [29]. Third, the near non-existence 
of anonymity in rural communities makes women fear being the subject of gossip in the 
neighbourhood, which is an additional victimization for women who are already deal-
ing with a challenge at home [1]. These local environments mean that a large number of 
VAW cases in rural areas remain unreported and the authorities do not grasp the entire 
picture or the reality of violence. The remoteness also makes it more difficult for survi-
vors to access service providers [1, 15, 22].

To address the challenges associated with recruiting hard-to-reach populations, inter-
national organizations and researchers introduced several tips for recruiting hidden, 
hard-to-reach, and vulnerable populations in research projects [27, 28]. For instance, 
Ellard-Gray et al. recommended advertising to recruit participants using vague language 
that does not specify the research topic or conducting a screening survey with a larger 
and random sample [28]. Similarly, WHO recommended that the researchers do not 
specifically state that they are doing a survey on VAW to the household or wider com-
munities to protect the safety and confidentiality of the participants and surveyors [27]. 
Instead, the researchers are advised to approach the local gatekeepers, saying that the 
survey is about women’s health and life experiences, and interviews should be conducted 
only in a private setting. WHO’s other recommendations include: “Prevalence studies 
need to [address] how to minimize the under-reporting of violence”; “Protecting confi-
dentiality is essential to ensure both women’s safety and data quality”; “All research team 
members should be carefully selected and receive specialized training and on-going sup-
port”; and “Researchers and donors have an ethical obligation to help ensure that their 
findings are properly interpreted and used to advance policy and intervention develop-
ment” [27]. Overall, as the international guidelines for conducting research on VAW, the 
WHO’s recommendations are worth considering not only in research with VAW survi-
vors but also in research with other vulnerable populations.

However, some recommendations may be difficult or not feasible to implement in the 
PIC context. For instance, in PIC’s small rural communities, confidentiality and anonym-
ity barely exist. Even in cities, protecting the confidentiality and anonymity of the par-
ticipants is difficult because of the small population. The limited network infrastructure 
(or, in some countries, the high cost of access) hampers online recruitment, which can 
protect anonymity and confidentiality. Community leaders such as village chiefs, head-
men, or church pastors, usually men, who control the information dissemination to their 
community members, may hinder sensitive information such as gender-related matters 
from reaching to women, or they may attempt to participate in a survey as the represen-
tative of all the villagers. Because of the lack of a research culture, potential participants 
may not understand what the researchers are attempting and do not see the relevance of 
a research project to them. Even if women agree to participate in research, they may ask 
their husbands to speak on their behalf. These cultural settings may pose unique and/
or additional methodological and ethical challenges in research with VAW survivors in 
PICs.
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1.2  Research capacity in Pacific Island countries

The WHO recommends VAW data be collected by experienced or mature women who 
may better understand the feelings of VAW survivors [27]; however, in PICs, another 
approach may be favourable to address the lack of research culture and the limited 
research capacity. Even with the University of the South Pacific as a leading regional 
institution and with Fiji, Samoa, Tonga, the Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu having their 
own national universities, PIC’s research capacities are still not comparable to those of 
neighbouring developed countries, i.e., Australia and New Zealand/Aotearoa. Several 
factors contribute to this lack of research capacity, including: (i) poor access to fund-
ing and facilities; (ii) a very high student–teacher ratio in PIC universities with the 
primary mission being teaching; (iii) poor access to scientific journals; and (iv) a lim-
ited culture of research and few skilled researchers who can train and mentor students 
[30–32]. Because of the limited research capacities, most social science research projects 
on PICs have been done by non-PIC-based researchers and gender-related research is 
no exception to this. Collaborative possibilities are sometimes sought; however, PIC-
based researchers are often only seen as local contacts or consultants, not as research-
ers who equally contribute to the project. Local tertiary students are hardly hired as 
research assistants even though collaborative projects are good opportunities for them 
to be exposed to high quality projects [31–34]. While research outputs by non-PIC-
based researchers contribute to the academic literature, the researchers rarely revisit to 
give feedback to communities or stakeholders who made the research possible in the 
first instance once data is collected [32]. Research projects primarily led by non-PIC-
based researchers fail to consistently contribute to building research capacity in PICs. 
In addition, in research projects on gender, the dataset with rich information on lived 
experiences is not widely shared because of ethical reasons, i.e. to protect the privacy 
of the participants. Also, the findings are only presented to academics in peer-reviewed 
journals by non-PIC-based researchers, while PIC policy planners may not ever be made 
aware of the findings. Student researchers, who can leave actual impacts on communi-
ties, are not mentored and trained.

To conquer these geographical and cultural challenges, is there any “innovative” 
research methodology that can be employed in VAW research in the PIC context? It was 
in this context that our project was developed.

1.3  Authors’ positionality and project development

The leading author, Naohiro Nakamura (he/his/him), is originally from outside of the 
Pacific region but has been teaching human geography in Fiji since 2014. Although his 
major research focus at the time of his arrival in Fiji was indigenous cultural representa-
tion with primarily qualitative approaches, he immediately recognized that VAW was a 
serious issue in PICs. As part of a mandate to enhance Pacific consciousness, in 2019, 
the last author and he applied for his institution’s Strategic Research Themes research 
fund (SRT) with the project to examine the effectiveness and awareness of VAW-related 
laws in Fiji and Vanuatu. Although he had been exposed to feminist geographies in his 
academic career, this project was his first to look at a gender-related matter as the pri-
mary focus.

The last author, Sarah Pene (she/her/her), is originally from Fiji and teaches environ-
mental science. Previously she worked with the Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre (FWCC) in 
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the capacity of Research Officer for three years, leading the data analysis for Fiji’s first 
national survey on domestic violence and sexual assault (published 1999). Based on her 
experiences with the FWCC, she drafted the questionnaire for our project. The process 
of drafting the questionnaire began with an initial review of published survey instru-
ments from the Pacific and from outside the region that were designed to capture 
respondents’ attitudes to, experiences of, and knowledge about domestic violence and 
domestic violence interventions. Questions suitable for this study (in terms of contribut-
ing to the research objectives) were re-phrased as needed to suit the local context in Fiji 
and Vanuatu, and in order to ensure that respondents could easily understand the ques-
tion and facilitate an accurate and complete response. Some additional questions were 
designed specifically for this study.

Authors A (Nora Amos), B (Morinda Arudevi), C (Raveena Goundar), D (Besalina 
Massing), E (Shafiya Shamiza), F (Jenifer Tamara), and G (Peni Wanimala) (six female 
and one male) are local Pacific students, having majored in either geography, environ-
mental management, or environmental science. They became known to the leading 
author through courses he taught, by part-time employment, or simply by applying for 
a research assistant position under the project. At the time of their joining the research 
team as research assistants, authors A, B, D, E, F, and G had completed or were com-
pleting a bachelor’s degree program or a postgraduate diploma. Although they had 
been exposed to gender-related topics in university classes to some extent, intensively 
involving a VAW project was new to them. Author C was pursuing a master’s degree, 
looking at rural Indo-Fijian women’s gendered experiences, under the leading author’s 
supervision.

Our project aimed to examine the awareness and effectiveness of VAW-related laws in 
Fiji (Domestic Violence Decree of 2009) and Vanuatu (Family Protection Act of 2008); 
however, it did not merely aim to contribute to the academic literature. Like many 
other research funds, the SRT’s mandates include collaboration with external partners 
and contribution to capacity development in PICs. As such, the last author approached 
the FWCC to collaborate and it agreed to become our partner; however, our attempt 
to secure partners in Vanuatu was unsuccessful. For the contribution to PIC’s capacity 
development, student research assistants were hired.

The project first started in Fiji in February 2021. Initially, authors C and G, and two 
other students (3 female and 1 male) were hired as research assistants. The four students 
and the first and last authors participated in a four-day training session organized by 
the FWCC to learn gender-related concepts, the Domestic Violence Decree, and VAW-
related data collection techniques. This session was quite effective in developing a sense 
of teamwork. Unfortunately, no progress was made for the remaining year of 2021 due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic and two student assistants discontinued working on the proj-
ect due to work commitments, hence another female student and author E were hired in 
2022 and 2023 and the leading author individually trained them. Major data collection in 
Fiji started in early 2022 and continued until early 2024. In Vanuatu, authors A, B, D, and 
F (all female) were hired in late 2022 and the leading author ran a training session in Port 
Vila in January 2023. Data collection started immediately after the training session and 
continued for about two and a half months.

After the data collection was complete, we ran a few finding-sharing sessions with 
organizations in Vanuatu (VWC, Sista, and Japan International Cooperation Agency 
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Vanuatu Office) in 2023. We also had experience sharing sessions among the research 
team, one in Port Vila in July 2023 with the Vanuatu team (authors A, B, D, and F) and 
the other in Suva in August 2024 with the Fiji team (authors C, E, and G). In these ses-
sions, we discussed the effectiveness of our methodology, information dissemination, 
methodological and ethical challenges faced during data collection, and capacity devel-
opment. For this article, those who conducted surveys and participated in the experi-
ence sharing sessions are listed as authors, in addition to the first and last authors.

1.4  Survey structure and methodological techniques employed in the project

WHO stresses the importance of protecting the physical safety of the participants [27]. 
For instance, there is a risk of additional abuse by participating in a VAW-related survey 
if the abuser has found out, or some may instruct others not to participate in the survey 
if the abuser has learnt of the purposes of the presence of the researchers in the com-
munity. Survivors of VAW may also hesitate to participate. As such, the WHO recom-
mendations suggest disclosing the actual content of the survey only to potential women 
participants, who have “to be fully informed about the nature of the questions” [27]. Fur-
thermore, the sensitivity of the research topic should be raised when obtaining consent. 
However, as stated, one of the key components of our survey was the general public’s 
awareness of the law and support services. VAW is not solely a women’s issue, but every-
one’s issue. As such, we needed to conduct surveys with the wider population regardless 
of gender, so long as they met our adult (18 or over) age criterion. As stated, research 
articles on VAW in PICs have predominantly looked at cultural factors and empirical 
research is in short supply [8]. Apparently, a challenge is how to recruit participants and 
have them agree to participate in a survey on a sensitive topic. Also, we had to conduct 
the survey in the context of strong patriarchal ideologies, where women may request 
their male family members to participate in the survey on their behalf. With the sugges-
tions provided during the training sessions with the FWCC, we adopted the following 
strategies to overcome the challenges. First, we decided to target any adult individuals 
regardless of gender as participants and approach them merely by saying that our survey 
was a nationwide social issue survey and everyone’s perspective matters. This is because 
VAW survivors are often hidden, and having a large number of participants naturally 
increases the chance of coming across individuals who are VAW survivors. Relatedly, 
having interpreted that VAW is one of the social issues, we decided that the major focus 
of the survey is not to be disclosed to the participants at the beginning. Instead, the ini-
tial questions focused more broadly on their perceptions of social problems and crime in 
their neighbourhood or community. The questions on VAW started being posed there-
after. As such, the participants would become aware of the major focus in the middle 
of the survey. Even though this approach is against one of the WHO recommendations 
(fully disclosing the nature of the survey to confirmed participants before starting the 
survey), this was to avoid instant rejection by potential participants because of the sensi-
tivity of the topic. For instance, potential male participants may not see the relevance of 
the topic and wonder why they have to participate in a survey on “women’s issues”.

Having considered these factors, the final version was a seven-page questionnaire con-
sisting both of screening and actual questions, arranged in five sections: participants’ 
background; attitudes to intervention to DV cases (scenario-based); experience of DV 
intervention; awareness of DV and intervention; and awareness/experience of Domestic 
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Violence Restraining Orders (Fiji) or Family Protection Orders (Vanuatu) (see the sup-
plementary material). The front page of the questionnaire, which was allocated for back-
ground questions, did not include any words or phrases that would directly imply VAW. 
A question to investigate awareness of the hotline number provided by either the FWWC 
or the VWC was included in the background section on the first page to determine the 
awareness of the participants on this number without guidance, but this question was 
again asked at the end of the survey with the aim of spreading this critical information 
to the participants. The participant’s demographic information such as age and gender 
was decided to be recorded on a separate sheet [27]. We also decided to carry a few cop-
ies of a dummy questionnaire, containing the questions on women’s health, including 
menstruation and delivery. These measures were also to protect ourselves from potential 
abuse and harassment. Furthermore, to distract the children’s attention, each of us car-
ried a set of coloured pencils and a colouring book during the survey.

In the context of PICs, established personal networks substantially influence the com-
munity’s decision to accept outsiders, including researchers, especially in rural areas. As 
local individuals, student assistants usually have contacts in their village/remote island 
and are familiar with local protocols, which made it possible for us to conduct surveys 
in rural areas. In addition, although English is one of the official languages in the two 
countries, the first language of most individuals is either the iTaukei language (indig-
enous Fijians), Fiji Hindi (Indo-Fijians), or Bislama (Ni-Vanuatu). They are not always 
comfortable having a conversation in English, and seeking help from local individuals is 
inevitable when conducting a survey. The student assistants translated the English ques-
tionnaire into one of the above-mentioned languages, which was translated back to Eng-
lish by another student assistant, and we confirmed the accuracy of the nuance of the 
questions in each language.

Both in Fiji and Vanuatu, all the members conducted a pilot survey on the university 
campus of the respective country as part of training. Thereafter surveys in each coun-
try began. In Vanuatu, each assistant conducted surveys individually without on-site 
supervision by the leading author. In Fiji, while surveys were mostly done individually 
and the leading author occasionally accompanied them, three of us once visited a village 
on a remote island and conducted surveys as a team. The final survey number was 306 
individuals in Fiji and 340 individuals in Vanuatu. Table 1 shows the basic demographic 
information of the participants.

1.5  Evaluating the methodologies and ethical challenges

1.5.1  Reaching a hard-to-reach population

In this section, based on our conversations in the experience-sharing sessions, we self-
evaluate the methodologies we employed in the project. We confirm that most partici-
pants who agreed to participate in our survey answered all the questions posed, even 
though the participants were informed of the right to withdraw from the survey at any 
time. Null datasets were very few. Because of the structure of the questionnaire, the par-
ticipants became aware that the survey was primarily about VAW in the middle of the 
survey and in this sense, we cannot say that the participants were comfortable during 
the survey, especially when survivors had to recall their negative memories. Under such 
circumstances, we did our best to sympathize with the survivors or provide information 
about counselling services and other support services. In any case, our results show that 
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165 (53.9%) and 239 (70.3%) participants had witnessed a DV incident in Fiji and Vanu-
atu, respectively, and detailed descriptions of their experiences of DV intervention prove 
that VAW is prevalent in the two countries. Since there was disclosure from respondents 
that the incident occurred to them, we demonstrate successfully reaching a hard-to-
reach population - VAW survivors. The section on “experience of DV intervention” in 
our questionnaire captured their experiences. Some said that our survey was the first 
time for them to share their VAW experiences. Some male participants were the wit-
nesses of violence against their female family members/acquaintances and were looking 
for a solution, while a few male participants appeared to be abusers (presumably another 
hard-to-reach population), who often criticized the organizations advocating for wom-
en’s rights and status, or insisted that women obey men. As such, we also captured male 
abusers’ perspectives. All the student assistants shared the view that our survey would 
not have reached these individuals if from the beginning we had approached potential 
participants saying that our survey was on VAW. This would have been particularly so in 
Vanuatu, where women were more subjugated to men and hardly spoke up in any con-
text [35]. They would have made excuses not to participate or gone out before we visited 
them.

By no means can we say that our methodology was without drawbacks. One specific 
challenge we came across was accessing participants in an iTaukei (indigenous) Fijian 
village context. The usual protocol is that one has to first speak to the village headman 
(turaga-ni-koro), inform him of the purpose of the visit, and seek his permission. In one 
village, the turaga-ni-koro was open-minded and he encouraged us to speak with as 
many villagers as possible for the survey. Later he even asked us to run a workshop on 
VAW for the villagers. We had to decline this request as we had not been trained in that 
capacity. However, in another village, the turaga-ni-koro insisted on knowing specifically 
what our survey was for, and once he had learnt our survey was on VAW, he became 
uncomfortable, saying that the topic was too touchy. Author G, as the male iTaukei indi-
vidual, repeatedly explained the purpose of our survey and eventually, the turaga-ni-koro 
was convinced. In Vanuatu, Author A came across a similar situation, where a village 
headman suggested calling all the villagers together for the survey for efficiency. How-
ever, doubting that women would speak openly in a group setting, Author A insisted on 
visiting households individually and eventually convinced the village headman.

1.5.2  Protecting the safety and the confidentiality of the participants

The safety and the confidentiality of the participants (and ourselves) were somewhat 
compromised in our project. In urban areas, most surveys were individually conducted 
at each household, usually without any interruptions or interference by any third person. 
However, in small rural communities, it was technically impossible to protect the pri-
vacy and confidentiality because the presence of any outsiders is immediately obvious, 
and everyone can see when we would visit a home. Community members instantly start 
wondering what is going on and the words spread very quickly. Even though we initially 
approached the community leaders with a nuanced disclosure of the survey content, 
we understood that they would eventually learn the details of our survey through word 
of mouth. Here, our attempt to maximize the number of participants in a community 
functioned well. In a few rural communities where we conducted surveys, almost all the 
members eventually participated in our survey. In one village in Fiji, some of the survey 
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was conducted in a group setting at a village hall, where many villagers were gathering 
for a function (we had been advised to do so by those who had completed the individual 
household survey). Respondents were interviewed one by one; however, we made no 
attempt (overt or otherwise) to specifically recruit respondents with experiences of vio-
lence and we did best that interviews were not overheard by others, so that participants’ 
anonymity - their experiences of violence – is protected. By the end, everyone regardless 
of gender started openly discussing the issue of VAW in the hall. Arguably, enhancing 
the awareness of the entire community would have had some influence on abusers, even 
though the safety and confidentiality of the participants were not fully protected.

1.5.3  Spreading information

Our strategy to maximize the number of participants functioned well in this aspect. 
Through face-to-face conversations and interactions, a survey is often effective in 
spreading useful information about the topic and eventually enhancing awareness 
among the participants. Although our project aimed to examine the effectiveness of the 
laws and the awareness, we also attempted to inform the participants of support ser-
vices available to survivors, including the hotline number of FWCC or VWC. In Fiji, 
as we partnered with the FWCC, we also carried the materials given by them in case a 
participant sought more detailed information. As stated, during the survey, the partici-
pants were asked twice about the awareness of the hotline number, at the beginning and 
end. Even though the majority were unaware of the number (24.5% and 12.4% in Fiji and 
Vanuatu, respectively), in the end, most of them correctly understood the purpose of the 
hotline. Some participants instantly saved the number on their phones or said that they 
would inform others of the number. In Vanuatu, one of our key findings was that the 
majority of participants recognized the name of the VWC (64 per cent), but they were 
unable to fully articulate what they did or what services the VWC provided. This finding 
was acknowledged by the VWC in the finding-sharing session with them. In Fiji, many 
participants assumed that the FWCC was only for women, even though the FWCC pro-
vides some counselling services for men as well. All of us agreed that our survey effec-
tively spread useful information to the participants, who may be able to further spread 
information to others.

1.6  Other associated challenges and limitations

This section discusses a few other challenges related to our methodology. Regarding the 
representativeness of our data, the collected datasets in each country (306 and 340 in 
Fiji and Vanuatu, respectively) reflect a substantial sample size; however, the statistical 
robustness cannot be easily confirmed. In our project, geographical bias was an issue, 
primarily due to budgetary and logistical constraints. Our project is missing datasets 
from remote islands in Fiji and other major islands in Vanuatu. In Vanuatu, as all the 
assistants were based in the capital city Port Vila, we were unable to conduct the sur-
vey on other islands and all the datasets were collected on Efate and a few nearby small 
islands. In Fiji, while the majority of datasets were collected both in urban and rural 
areas on Viti Levu, where the capital city Suva is located, some datasets were collected in 
a few inland villages on the second largest island Vanua Levu. Another challenge was in 
gaining access to more affluent residential areas. Surveys in informal settlements in both 
Fiji and Vanuatu had fewer challenges of this kind; most residents regardless of their 
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ethnicity were open and inviting to the surveyors who suddenly appeared in front of the 
door. In contrast, in affluent neighbourhoods, the homes were usually gated, had dogs, 
and were surrounded by walls (which also suggests that VAW occurring in these houses 
is less visible/apparent to their neighbours). Also, there was more likelihood of residents 
being out of the home or at work during the daytime. We often found only housekeepers 
present or felt unwelcome. There was more suspicion and more questioning of the pur-
pose of our visit when we explained that we were conducting a nationwide social survey. 
When the leading author contacted a resident of an affluent residential area who was 
known to him, the resident harshly criticized our approach, saying that all the accurate 
information must be disclosed to potential participants together with a written explana-
tion sheet prior to the survey for ethical reasons. On this occasion, we failed to imple-
ment a strategy to have potential participants understand the nature and sensitivity of 
VAW-related research, especially why the full information of the project is not initially 
disclosed.

Regarding the gender ratio of the participants, while the gender ratio of the partici-
pants was near 50–50 in Fiji, women made up the majority (60.3 per cent) in Vanuatu 
(see Table 1). The higher rates of female participation in Vanuatu can be attributed to a 
variety of factors, primarily the gender imbalance of our team. While the Fiji team had 
two male members (leading author and Author G) who conducted the survey and once 
visited a village as a team, in Vanuatu, the research team were all female. Author B admit-
ted that she was scared to approach men, while the others said that sometimes potential 
male participants appeared uncomfortable having a conversation with a woman they did 

Table 1  Demographic characteristics of survey participants in Fiji and Vanuatu
Variable Fiji (N=306) Count 

(Percentage)
Vanuatu (N=340) Count 
(Percentage)

Overall 
(N=646) 
Count (Per-
centage)

Gender = Women (%) 155 (50.7%) 205 (60.3%) 360 (55.7%)
Age (mean) 36.09 36.22 36.16
Ethnic Group (%)
iTaukei/Indian 2 (0.7%) 0 (0%) 2 (0.3%)
Indo-Fijian 157 (51.3%) 0 (0%) 157 (24.3%)
iTaukei 141 (46.1%) 0 (0%) 141 (21.8%)
Tongan 1 (0.3%) 0 (0%) 1 (0.2%)
Rabi 5 (1.6%) 0 (0%) 5 (0.8%)
Ni-Vanuatu 0 (0%) 340 (100%) 340 (52.6%)
Highest Educational Attainment (%)
No Formal Education 3 (1.0%) 2 (0.6%) 5 (0.8%)
Less than Primary 17 (5.6%) 26 (7.6%) 43 (6.7%)
Primary Education 29 (9.5%) 57 (16.8%) 86 (13.3%)
Less than Secondary 125 (40.8%) 77 (22.6%) 202 (31.3%)
Secondary Education 63 (20.6%) 40 (11.8%) 103 (15.9%)
Tertiary Education 68 (22.2%) 138 (40.6%) 206 (31.9%)
Doctorate 1 (0.3%) 0 (0%) 1 (0.2%)
Employement Status (%)
Employed 129 (42.2%) 121 (35.6%) 250 (38.7%)
Unemployed 129 (42.2%) 180 (52.9%) 309 (47.8%)
Retired 3 (1.0%) 1 (0.3%) 4 (0.6%)
Student 42 (13.7%) 38 (11.2%) 80 (12.4%)
N/A 3 (1.0%) 0 (0%) 3 (0.5%)
Source: Authors
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not know. Even in Fiji, when we were conducting a pilot survey, a female assistant felt 
that men were not very honest about their opinions on VAW. As our project did not 
restrict participants to women or VAW survivors, it would have been ideal if our team 
had been gender balanced. Unfortunately, in Vanuatu, no male students applied for a 
research assistant position.

1.7  Capacity building

Research capacity building was an important objective in our project. Initially, not all 
student research assistants had a strong background in gender-related matters. In Fiji, 
Author C was completing her master’s research on Indo-Fijian women’s gendered expe-
riences and Author E had a family member who had lodged a DVRO. Author G was new 
to the field. In Vanuatu, none of them were very familiar with gender-related matters. 
Indeed, some of them agreed to join the team for economic reasons. As such, training 
the students was crucial. They were paid to join a 4-day training session and required 
to read and summarize the materials provided, discuss, and present. On the final day of 
the session, the assistants conducted a pilot survey on campus. For a few individuals like 
Author C, the agenda of the training session may not have been particularly new, but the 
largest product gained from the sessions was that we built a sense of teamwork. This was 
particularly so in Vanuatu, where the four assistants intensively engaged in the project 
and surveyed more than 300 individuals over two and half-month period, even though 
the leading author was only able to remotely supervise them from Fiji. Despite the sensi-
tivity of the topic, all Vanuatu assistants confirmed that they had a good experience with 
the project. They acquired and improved interview skills and enhanced their awareness 
of gender-related matters.

1.8  Methodological implications in the Pacific Island country context

By no means do we argue that our project was extremely innovative or perfect. As stated, 
our data collection sites were limited. Previously, WHO recommended several tips for 
research with VAW survivors and Ellard-Gray et al. intensively discussed the strategies 
to find the hidden, hard-to-reach, and vulnerable populations, including VAW survivors 
[27, 28]. Some strategies we discussed in this article overlap. For instance, we recruited 
participants “using [alternative] language that does not specify the research topic” [27, 
see also 28]. Also, Ellard-Gray et al. suggested researchers distribute “a screening survey 
to a larger (potentially random) sample in order to classify members of the hard-to-reach 
or hidden population” [28, see also 36]. Although we did not conduct a screening survey, 
by surveying a larger and random population, we attempted to reach VAW survivors.

Meanwhile, our methodological approach did not strictly follow the international 
guidelines such as WHO’s recommendations in terms of: (1) protecting the confidential-
ity of the participants; (2) fully disclosing the survey information to confirmed partici-
pants, and (3) hiring mature, experienced women who may be more sympathetic with 
VAW survivors as surveyors [27]. As discussed, fully protecting the confidentiality (and 
safety) of the participants was technically impossible in small rural communities. Our 
approach was to involve most adult community members in the survey, which resulted 
in enhancing the awareness of VAW in the entire community. Regarding the full dis-
closure of the survey information, our aim was to have as many individuals as possible 
as participants, in other words, to avoid potential participants’ refusal to be surveyed 
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once they have learnt the major focus of the survey. We designed the questionnaire as 
explained in the previous section. While we came across a case of refusal to participate 
in the survey because of the lack of full disclosure of the information (i.e. affluent resi-
dential areas), we were lucky in the sense that most participants completed the survey 
once they had started answering the questions. The carefully designed questionnaire, the 
everyone’s-perspective-matters approach, and the surveyors’ sympathetic attitude may 
result in a high completion rate. Finally, hiring and training student assistants contrib-
uted to capacity building and left a positive impact on the community. These approaches 
were to address unique challenges in PICs: the lack of confidentiality in small rural com-
munities, the dominant patriarchal ideologies, and low research capacities.

2  Recommendations and conclusion
Our project was developed in the context of the lack of gender-disaggregated data, 
strong patriarchal ideologies, a high VAW rate, and a limited research capacity. As 
stated, much VAW research in PICs has been focused on cultural backgrounds but with 
fewer empirical studies. This is because approaching VAW survivors involves many 
methodological and ethical challenges. Even though some strategies in recommenda-
tions were already available regarding research with hard-to-reach populations such as 
VAW survivors [27, 28], in this article, we aimed to identify and overcome unique chal-
lenges in the general PIC context as well as in the context of Fiji’s and Vanuatu’s small 
rural communities more specifically. We also attempted to contribute to research capac-
ity building and leave an impact on the communities regarding the awareness enhance-
ment of VAW. To conclude, we provide two recommendations.

First, even though the international guidelines of research with VAW survivors and strate-
gies for research with hard-to-reach populations are useful, they need to be modified based 
on the unique challenges of specific geographical and cultural contexts. Feminist method-
ologies have often emphasized the importance of capturing personal experiences [22]; how-
ever, our challenge was how to come across individuals with violence experiences and how 
to have them participate in the survey, in the context of rural communities with strong patri-
archal ideologies. Our approach was to have as many individuals as possible participate in 
the survey without the full disclosure of the content before the survey. This methodological 
approach enabled us to reach previously hidden VAW survivors in some sample locations. As 
stated by Fuentes & Cookson, “we [had] an opportunity to ‘re-locate’ women’s experiences of 
gender inequality such that they become visible–and actionable–to policy makers and pro-
gramme designers”, at least with the women who participated in our survey [22]. Concur-
rently, since we did not limit our participants to women, we also collected the perspectives 
of men, a few of whom appeared to be abusers. In the literature on VAW, very few research-
ers have looked at abusers and their perspectives. Even though our samples only represent a 
small portion of abusers, discussing this topic with abusers may have some impact.

Second, even though a research capacity may be limited in PICs, involving local research-
ers, in particular junior researchers such as postsecondary students, is critical. Non-PIC-
based researchers usually do not conduct follow-up projects to examine if their findings have 
been widely shared among local stakeholders or if there has been any impact on local com-
munities, which results in a lack of evidence of long-term impact on communities. If PIC 
local individuals are intensively involved in VAW-related research projects, while they learn 
data collection skills and sensitive issues associated with VAW-related research, they can also 
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disseminate the findings on the grassroots level. In addition, they can widely share critical 
information such as VAW survivor support services with the participants during the sur-
vey and even after the project has been completed. As evidence, even though our research 
assistants are pursuing their careers in different fields, they keep distributing information 
and providing support to VAW survivors whenever required. In this way, projects may have 
a long-term impact and contribute to data sharing and capacity development. The trained 
individuals can support data collection activities either by the government sections or by rel-
evant organizations whenever required and further contribute to the capacity development 
of the country by transmitting acquired skills to other individuals. In our project, the leading 
author was lucky to be able to take advantage of having contact with local students. Student 
assistants helped translate the questionnaire, find and contact potential survey sites, guide 
the team regarding local protocols, and negotiate with key people on the site. If the funda-
mental goal is not necessarily to contribute to academic literature but rather to eradicate 
VAW, involving local students and attempting to have an impact on the site is important.
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