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Abstract: 

Research on gender-based violence and substance abuse in higher education is vital for informing 
prevention strategies, policy reform, and institutional accountability. Yet empirical work in this field is 

frequently constrained by complex ethical and institutional processes that remain underexplored. While 

existing scholarship has examined formal ethics clearance procedures, far less attention has been paid 

to institution-specific gatekeeping practices that shape researchers’ access before and during fieldwork. 

This article draws on researchers’ experiences of conducting a qualitative study on GBV and alcohol 

use across a purposive sample of five South African universities. Framed by intersectionality theory, the 

study examines how overlapping power relations such as institutional authority, gender, student status, 

precarity, and cultures of silence structure access to research sites, participant recruitment, and data 
production. Findings reveal prolonged and uneven institutional access, significantly extending research 

timelines. Challenges included delayed or absent responses, reluctance to disseminate participation 

invitations, withholding of GBV-related documents, restricted access to support offices, last-minute 

recruitment arrangements, and participant hesitancy to be quoted despite informed consent. 

Additionally, shifting gatekeepers, prioritisation of institutional reputation over transparency, substantial 

emotional labour and researcher safety concerns linked to violent incidents during fieldwork. The article 

argues that such practices fundamentally shape what can be known and documented about GBV and 

substance abuse in universities, positioning knowledge production itself as a contested site of power. 
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Introduction and Background 

Gender-based violence (GBV) refers to harmful acts directed at individuals on the basis of gender, 

rooted in unequal power relations and sustained by social, cultural, and institutional structures (Gwiza 

& Hendricks, 2025). It encompasses physical, sexual, psychological, and economic violence, and 
disproportionately affects women and gender-diverse persons (Humbert & Strid, 2025; Bondestam & 

Lundqvist, 2020). Increasingly, GBV is recognised not only as an interpersonal violation but as a 

systemic and structural problem that is reproduced within institutions, including those mandated to 

promote equity, safety, and knowledge production (Aziz & Changezi, 2025; Wanjiru 2021). 

A substantial body of scholarship has demonstrated a strong and complex relationship between GBV 

and substance abuse (Ayodeji 2025; Gilbert et al., 2015). Alcohol and other substances are frequently 

implicated in the perpetration of violence, heightening aggression, impairing judgement, and normalising 
coercive behaviour (Brabete et al., 2021). At the same time, substance use may function as a coping 

mechanism for survivors navigating trauma within environments that offer limited institutional support 

(Ibid). This bidirectional relationship underscores the need to examine GBV and substance abuse as 

intersecting phenomena rather than isolated social problems. 

The manifestation of GBV has increasingly extended into educational settings, with South African 

Institutions of Higher Learning reporting persistently high incidences of sexual violence, harassment, 

and abuse (Gwiza & Hendricks, 2025). Within these institutions, GBV is deeply entrenched, shaped by 

patriarchal cultural norms, hierarchical power relations, gendered student/staff dynamics, and 
institutional practices that prioritise reputational management over transparency (Gwiza & Hendricks, 

2025; Manik & Tarisayi, 2021). Universities thus emerge not only as sites where GBV occurs, but as 

spaces where silence, partial disclosure, and procedural complexity can obscure the full extent of 

violence and delay meaningful intervention (Manik & Tarisayi, 2021). 

Despite growing attention to GBV in higher education, existing research has largely focused on 

prevalence, survivor experiences, and policy frameworks, with limited engagement with the processes 

through which knowledge about GBV is produced (Moletsane et al. 2015; Bondestam & Lundqvist, 
2020). This study argues that neglecting researchers’ experiences particularly in navigating ethical 

clearance, institutional gatekeeping, and restricted access hinders a fuller understanding of how GBV is 

managed, concealed, or contested within universities. These processes shape what can be researched, 

whose voices are amplified, and which forms of evidence are legitimised. 

Failure to interrogate these institutional dynamics risks delaying progress towards effective remedies, 

both globally and within South Africa, a country widely recognised as being severely affected by the 

GBV pandemic. Without reflexive attention to the conditions under which GBV research is conducted, 

interventions remain fragmented, accountability weakened, and institutional responses insufficient. 
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Reflecting on researchers’ experiences is therefore not ancillary but essential to uncovering the 

structural barriers that continue to undermine efforts to curb GBV in institutions of higher learning. 

Literature Review 

Global scholarship on gender-based violence (GBV) and substance abuse in higher education 
institutions (HEIs) has expanded in recent years, with growing attention to ethical complexity, researcher 

safety, and emotional labour. However, this body of work remains highly specialised and unevenly 

developed. Much of the existing literature prioritises victim/survivor experiences, institutional 

prevalence, and policy responses, while the experiences of researchers themselves particularly those 

navigating access, ethics, and institutional resistance remain comparatively underexplored. This 

imbalance is especially pronounced in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), where structural 

constraints further shape the conditions of knowledge production. 

Studies examining researchers’ experiences of conducting GBV research have highlighted the 

emotional, psychological, and ethical toll associated with engaging violence-related data. Schulz et al. 

(2023) demonstrate that GBV research entails significant emotional labour and psychological strain, 

proposing collaborative peer support and “caring communities” as coping strategies. While their 

contribution foregrounds researcher well-being, it relies primarily on reflexive accounts rather than 

systematic engagement with institutional processes, leaving a gap in understanding how research 

environments themselves shape these experiences. Similarly, Sikweyiya & Jewkes (2011), drawing on 

interviews with experienced GBV researchers across multiple countries, found that although safety 
concerns were frequently raised, actual risks were limited when ethical precautions were observed. 

Their findings suggest that assertions of researcher risk are often insufficiently grounded in empirical 

analysis of institutional contexts. 

More recent work has drawn attention to new layers of complexity. Taylor-Dunn et al. (2023) document 

how remote research during the COVID-19 pandemic intensified emotional strain for GBV researchers, 

recommending clinical supervision as a key support mechanism. Earlier foundational work by Jewkes 

et al. (2000) identified researcher traumatisation, safety concerns, and impacts on personal relationships 
as central ethical issues in violence research. Collectively, these studies underscore the emotional and 

ethical dimensions of GBV research, yet they largely stop short of interrogating how institutional 

gatekeeping, delayed access, and restricted transparency actively shape research outcomes. 

In the South African context, research on GBV and substance abuse in HEIs consistently reveals a 

pervasive culture of silence, sustained by institutional, structural, and cultural factors (Moletsane et al. 

2015). Studies show that universities often prioritise reputational protection over transparency, 

contributing to underreporting, limited disclosure, and fragmented institutional responses (Hedgecoe 

2016;). While Pilinkaitė Sotirovič et al. (2024) examine how universities produce “network silence” 
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through both self-silencing by survivors and silencing by institutional actors, and scholars including 

Burke et al. (2025); Golden, Mazzotta & Zittel-Barr (2023) link institutional silence to gender injustice 

and misrecognition, these analyses centre primarily on student experiences rather than on the 

conditions under which research on GBV is conducted. Similarly, Gwiza & Hendricks (2025), Manik & 

Tarisayi (2021), and Hewett et al. (2023) provide valuable insights into prevalence and institutional 
responses but do not explicitly engage researchers’ positionalities or access negotiations as sites of 

analysis. 

Critically, research that directly examines the experiences of researchers studying GBV and substance 

abuse in South African higher education remains limited (Mhlangulana et al., 2024). This absence 

constitutes a significant gap in knowledge production. Without systematic attention to how institutional 

processes, gatekeeping practices, and silencing mechanisms constrain research, intervention strategies 

risk being based on partial evidence and institutional narratives rather than independent, reflexive 

inquiry. The neglect of researchers’ experiences thus represents not only an empirical gap but a 
structural limitation that undermines the development of responsive, contextually grounded strategies to 

address GBV and substance abuse in institutions of higher learning. 

Methodology 

Research Design and Site Selection 

The study adopted a qualitative research design, appropriate for investigating the complex, context-

sensitive processes of institutional gatekeeping and researcher experience (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). 

The research was conducted across a purposive sample of five South African universities. Institutions 

were selected to reflect variation in size, geographic location, historical background (including historically 

advantaged and disadvantaged institutions), and institutional culture, while sharing a common mandate 
to address GBV within higher education as signatories to the National Strategic Plan on Gender-Based 

Violence and Femicide (Deane, 2024). The selection was guided by the aim of examining institutional 

processes and researcher experiences rather than comparing prevalence rates of GBV or substance 

abuse. Each university constituted a distinct research site, with its own ethics procedures, gatekeeping 

structures, institutional hierarchies, and institutional culture regarding sensitive research. 

Sampling and Participant Recruitment 

Participant recruitment targeted researchers and institutional stakeholders involved in GBV and 

substance abuse research across the five universities. Purposive sampling was employed to identify 

individuals with direct experience of conducting research on these topics within the higher education 
setting (Patton, 2015). Recruitment was initiated through formal institutional channels, including 

research offices, transformation units, gender equity offices, and known researchers in the field. 
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However, as the findings detail, recruitment was significantly shaped by institutional gatekeeping 

practices, with some institutions facilitating access and others presenting prolonged delays or 

resistance. The sample ultimately comprised researchers from diverse disciplinary backgrounds, career 

stages, and institutional positions, enabling a multifaceted understanding of the barriers and enablers 

encountered during the research process. 

Data Generation Methods 

Data were generated through two primary methods: in-depth semi-structured interviews and institutional 
document analysis. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with researchers (n=18) who had 

undertaken empirical studies on GBV and/or substance abuse within the participating universities. 

Interview guides explored researchers' experiences of ethics approval, institutional access, participant 

recruitment, fieldwork encounters, emotional labour, and institutional responses to their research. 

Interviews lasted between 60 and 120 minutes, were audio-recorded with informed consent, and 

transcribed verbatim. 

Concurrently, institutional documents relevant to GBV and research governance were collected and 

analysed. These included publicly available GBV policies, protocols, and procedural documents; internal 
communications where accessible; ethics clearance applications and correspondence; and institutional 

reports on GBV. The collection and analysis of documents were themselves shaped by institutional 

gatekeeping, with some institutions withholding key documents, a finding that became analytically 

significant in its own right (Ahmed, 2012). 

Ethics Clearance and Institutional Access as Method 

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Human Research Ethics Committee of the lead author's 

institution (REC-01-139-2022) and subsequently from each participating university's research ethics 

committee, where required. However, departing from conventional methodological accounts that treat 

ethics clearance as a preliminary administrative hurdle, this study conceptualises ethics clearance and 
institutional access as integral components of the research method and as data in themselves (Halse & 

Honey, 2005). Following formal ethics approval, the research team was required to negotiate multiple 

layers of institutional permission, including engagement with gatekeepers such as research offices, 

student affairs divisions, transformation units, and GBV-related support structures. The processes of 

securing permission, awaiting responses, navigating shifting gatekeepers, and complying with 

institution-specific requirements were systematically documented through detailed field notes and 

reflexive journals. These experiences formed part of the empirical material analysed in this article, as 
they directly shaped access to participants, institutional documents, and research timelines, revealing 

the hidden labour and institutional politics that precede and shape data collection (Sanghera & Thapar-

Björkert, 2008). 
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Feminist Methodological Intervention and Researcher Positionality 

This study positions its methodological approach as a feminist methodological intervention that 

challenges conventional understandings of research ethics, access, and neutrality (Hawkesworth 2006; 

Harding & Norberg 2005; Watts 2006). Feminist methodologies emphasise reflexivity, power, and the 

politics of knowledge production, particularly in research on violence and inequality (Campbell & Wasco, 

2000). In this study, intersectionality operates not only as an analytical lens but as a methodological 

commitment to exposing how institutional power shapes what research is possible. 

Treating ethics clearance and institutional access as part of the method constitutes a deliberate feminist 
intervention. Rather than viewing access barriers as external limitations, the study analyses them as 

data that reveal institutional priorities, silences, and resistance (Ahmed 2012). This approach disrupts 

dominant research paradigms that privilege institutional authority while rendering researchers' struggles 

invisible (Harding & Norberg, 2005). 

The women-led composition of the research team is central to this methodological framing (Watts 2006). 

The research was conducted by a five-member, women-led research team, whose positionalities as 

women researchers were central to both access and data generation. Feminist scholarship has long 

argued that researchers' positionalities including gender, race, class, institutional status, and 
biographical experience influence access, interpretation, and ethical responsibility (Haraway 2013; 

Harding 1991). In this study, the team's gendered positioning shaped interactions with gatekeepers, 

informed reflexive practices, and heightened awareness of vulnerability, care, and ethical obligation 

(Thambiah, Chakraborty & Sarker, 2016). The team's composition also facilitated rapport with 

participants, many of whom shared experiences of navigating gendered institutional environments. 

Collective reflection and documentation through regular team debriefings, reflexive journaling, and co-

analysis sessions allowed these experiences to be analytically foregrounded rather than marginalised 

as anecdotal. 

Reflexivity and Emotional Labour 

Reflexive engagement was maintained throughout the study through team debriefings, field notes, and 

collective reflection on moments of silence, resistance, and cooperation. This reflexivity was critical in 

recognising how emotional labour, ethical responsibility, and power asymmetries shaped the research 

process (Kleinman & Copp, 1993; Rager 2005). The research team systematically documented not only 

the logistical challenges encountered but also the emotional responses elicited by institutional 

resistance, delayed responses, and the sensitive nature of the subject matter. These reflexive practices 

enabled the team to interrogate how their own positionalities intersected with institutional power 

dynamics and to ensure that researcher wellbeing was attended to throughout the study (Dickson-Swift 
et al., 2009). 
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis was guided by intersectionality as both theoretical framework and analytical tool (Bowleg 

2008; Christensen & Jensen, 2012). Transcripts, field notes, and institutional documents were analysed 

using thematic analysis, following the phases outlined by Braun & Clarke (2021): familiarisation, initial 
coding, theme development, theme refinement, and writing. Analysis proceeded iteratively, with the 

research team meeting regularly to discuss emerging patterns and to ensure that coding remained 

attentive to the intersections of power, identity, and institutional practice. Particular attention was paid to 

silences, contradictions, and moments where institutional practices appeared to obstruct or shape 

knowledge production (Mazzei 2007). The analysis sought to identify how intersecting systems of power 

including institutional authority, gender, precarity, and organisational self-preservation manifested 

across different sites and shaped researcher experiences. Themes were developed through 
collaborative discussion, ensuring that multiple perspectives informed interpretation and that findings 

were grounded in the data. 

Trustworthiness and Rigour 

Trustworthiness was established through several strategies aligned with qualitative research paradigms 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Credibility was enhanced through prolonged engagement with the research 

context, triangulation of data sources (interviews, documents, field notes), and peer debriefing within 

the research team. Transferability was addressed through thick description of institutional contexts, 

researcher positionalities, and the access negotiation process, enabling readers to assess applicability 

to other settings. Dependability and confirmability were supported through maintaining a comprehensive 

audit trail, including raw data, analysis notes, and reflexive journals documenting analytical decisions 

(Nowell et al. 2017). 

Limitations 

The study's limitations should be acknowledged. First, the purposive sample of five universities, while 
diverse, cannot represent the full range of South African higher education institutions. Second, 

researchers who agreed to participate may have had particularly salient experiences, whether positive 

or negative, potentially shaping the findings. Third, the study's focus on researcher experiences, while 

methodologically deliberate, means that the perspectives of institutional gatekeepers themselves were 

not directly sought; their inclusion might offer complementary insights. Finally, the sensitive nature of the 

topic and the ongoing institutional defensiveness encountered may have resulted in some experiences 

remaining undisclosed, a limitation that is itself analytically significant within an intersectional framework 

attentive to silences. 
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By centring researcher experience, institutional silence, and emotional labour, this methodology 

expands feminist research praxis in higher education studies. It asserts that understanding GBV and 

substance abuse in higher education requires attention not only to survivor narratives but also to the 

institutional conditions that enable or obstruct the production of knowledge about violence. The 

methodology presented here demonstrates how treating access barriers and institutional practices as 
data can reveal the hidden politics of knowledge production, contributing to methodological debates on 

ethics, access, and reflexivity in sensitive research contexts. 

Theoretical Framework: Intersectionality 

This study is grounded in intersectionality as both a theoretical and methodological framework, drawing 

primarily on the foundational work of Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989, 1991) and subsequent feminist 

scholarship (Collins et al. 2021; Yuval-Davis 2006). Intersectionality is employed to examine how 
multiple and overlapping systems of power including gender, institutional authority, student status, 

precarity, and organisational self-preservation shape not only experiences of gender-based violence 

(GBV) and substance abuse, but also the conditions under which knowledge about these phenomena 

is produced. Rather than treating these dimensions as additive, intersectionality foregrounds their co-

constitutive operation within institutional contexts. 

Methodologically, intersectionality enables sustained attention to silences, partial disclosures, and 

institutional practices that are frequently rendered invisible within conventional research designs. It 

further allows for critical interrogation of researchers’ positionality within these power relations, 
recognising that knowledge production is neither neutral nor detached, but embedded within broader 

social, institutional, and epistemic hierarchies (Collins et al. 2021; Yuval-Davis 2006). 

Intersectionality and Gendered Knowledge Production 

As theorised by Crenshaw (1989, 1991), intersectionality conceptualises gender not as a singular axis 

of inequality, but as mutually constituted with other structures of domination and institutional control. In 

this study, intersectionality is mobilised to examine how women researchers’ shared gendered 

positioning when intersecting with institutional authority, organisational self-preservation, and historically 

entrenched patriarchal cultures within South African higher education produces distinctive constraints 

on access, legitimacy, and knowledge production. 

Crenshaw’s framework is particularly instructive in revealing that exclusion is not experienced solely 
because of gender, but because gender is mediated by institutional context and perceptions of threat. 

Empirical scholarship supports this insight. Joseph, Haynes, & Patton (2021), in their review of 

intersectionality-informed studies, document researchers’ experiences of “pushback in the publishing 

process,” illustrating how institutional mediation shapes epistemic exclusion. Castro et al. (2013) further 
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demonstrate how women academics interpret “potentially social identity-threatening cues,” highlighting 

threat perception as a mechanism through which exclusion is enacted. Behl’s (2017) concept of 

“exclusionary inclusion” similarly illustrates how women of colour may be formally incorporated into 

academic spaces while remaining structurally marginalised. Settles et al. (2024) theorise “epistemic 

exclusion” as the convergence of disciplinary norms and identity-based assumptions about competence, 
underscoring how institutional structures legitimise some forms of knowledge while delegitimising 

others. Notably, however, existing scholarship has yet to explicitly integrate Crenshaw’s intersectional 

framework with institutional context and threat perception as co-occurring dynamics shaping research 

access. 

As women researching GBV and substance abuse topics that directly implicate universities in harm, 

accountability, and reputational risk the researchers in this study occupied a structurally precarious 

position. Literature on researcher precarity further contextualises these experiences. O’Keefe and 

Courtois (2025) identify the “precarity dividend” as a critical ethical dimension of research within insecure 
academic conditions, while Schulz et al. (2023) document the emotional and psychological toll of GBV 

research in the absence of adequate institutional support. Other scholars have foregrounded 

universities’ structural implication in GBV (Samaradiwakera-Wijesundara 2024) and examined feminist 

activism confronting institutional resistance to change (Donovan et al. 2020). Although Ramírez-López 

et al. (2026) explore women’s experiences of substance use and GBV, researcher positionality remains 

largely unexamined within this body of work. 

Within this intersectional context, women researchers’ gendered identities converged with institutional 

logics that frame GBV research as reputationally risky, politically disruptive, and administratively 
burdensome. This convergence produced forms of institutional resistance that were often subtle, 

normalised, and bureaucratically obscured, including delayed approvals, restricted access to 

information, shifting gatekeepers, and tightly managed participant recruitment processes. 

From an intersectional perspective, these barriers cannot be understood as isolated procedural 

challenges. Rather, they reflect what Crenshaw conceptualises as the structural and institutional 

dimensions of intersectionality, wherein overlapping systems of power operate through ostensibly 

neutral practices to marginalise particular subjects. Women researchers were differentially positioned 
as emotionally invested, insufficiently objective, or incapable of managing institutional risk perceptions 

rooted in gendered epistemic hierarchies that privilege masculine-coded notions of neutrality and 

institutional authority while delegitimising feminist knowledge production. 

By foregrounding women researchers’ experiences, this study extends Crenshaw’s intersectional 

analysis into the terrain of research methodology and higher education governance. It demonstrates 

that gendered power operates not only in the phenomena under study, but also in the conditions under 
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which such phenomena may be investigated, articulated, or silenced. Intersectionality thus functions as 

both an analytic lens and a methodological intervention, exposing how women’s attempts to produce 

knowledge about GBV are constrained by the very institutions tasked with addressing it. 

Findings 

The findings are organised thematically to demonstrate how institutional practices actively shape access 

to research and condition the production of knowledge on gender-based violence (GBV) and substance 

abuse within higher education. Drawing on Crenshaw’s (1989, 1991) theory of intersectionality, the 

analysis reveals that barriers to research access are not merely administrative or procedural but are 

produced through the convergence of multiple systems of power operating within university contexts. 

These include gendered hierarchies, institutional authority, organisational self-preservation, and 

historically entrenched cultures of silence surrounding violence. 

From an intersectional perspective, institutional gatekeeping practices function as sites where gender 

intersects with power to differentially constrain women researchers. Delayed approvals, restricted 

access to information, shifting gatekeepers, and tightly managed participant recruitment processes were 

experienced not in isolation, but as interlocking practices that disproportionately affected women 

researching GBV and substance abuse. As Crenshaw’s framework makes visible, these constraints 

emerge at the intersection of gender and institutional context, where women researchers are positioned 

as simultaneously credible enough to conduct ethically approved research, yet insufficiently authorised 

to access institutional spaces, documents, and participants without extensive surveillance and control. 

The findings further demonstrate that institutional practices shape not only whether research can 

proceed, but how knowledge is ultimately produced, articulated, and delimited. Decisions regarding what 

information could be shared, which participants could be accessed, and under what conditions 

interviews could occur directly influenced the scope, depth, and safety of the research process. In this 

way, knowledge production itself became a contested and gendered terrain, structured by institutional 

power rather than methodological design alone. 

By organising the findings thematically, this section foregrounds the intersectional dynamics through 
which institutional practices regulate access and constrain feminist inquiry, revealing how universities 

often positioned as sites of transformation simultaneously reproduce the very power relations that 

sustain silence around GBV and substance abuse. 

Institutional Gatekeeping and Delayed Access 

Across all five universities, institutional gatekeeping emerged as a significant barrier to timely access. 

Despite the approval of ethics clearance, researchers encountered prolonged delays in receiving formal 

permission to engage staff or students. In some cases, repeated follow-ups went unanswered, while in 
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others researchers were redirected between offices without clarity on decision-making authority. These 

delays extended the overall duration of the study and disrupted planned data collection schedules, 

highlighting how institutional gatekeeping operates as a mechanism of control over research on sensitive 

topics. 

Negotiating Institutional Gatekeeping: Adaptive Strategies in Researching 
Gender-Based Violence and Substance Abuse 

While the findings highlight the pervasive nature of institutional gatekeeping, it is equally important to 

account for the strategies researchers employed to navigate and, in some cases, overcome these 

constraints. Researchers adopted a range of adaptive and negotiated approaches that enabled the 

continuation of the research process, albeit within the limits imposed by institutional power. 

One key strategy involved the cultivation of institutional relationships and strategic alliances with 
sympathetic insiders, such as administrative staff, student leaders, and academic colleagues, who acted 

as informal facilitators of access. These actors often provided guidance on navigating bureaucratic 

processes, clarified shifting approval requirements, and, in some instances, enabled indirect access to 

participants where formal channels proved restrictive. This relational approach underscores how access 

was not solely determined through formal ethics approval, but also through negotiated trust within 

institutional networks. 

In addition, researchers demonstrated methodological flexibility by adjusting their data collection 

strategies in response to institutional constraints. Where direct recruitment was restricted, alternative 
approaches such as snowball sampling and participant-led referrals were employed to reach individuals 

willing to share their experiences. Similarly, when institutional oversight limited the depth of engagement 

in formal interview settings, researchers adapted by creating safer, participant-centred spaces 

sometimes outside official institutional environments where participants could speak more freely. 

Digital platforms also emerged as an important adaptive tool, allowing researchers to conduct interviews 

in ways that reduced institutional visibility and control while maintaining ethical standards of 

confidentiality and consent. These shifts not only facilitated access but also reshaped the nature of the 
data collected, foregrounding participants’ comfort and agency in the research process. 

Importantly, these strategies did not fully eliminate the effects of gatekeeping but rather reveal the 

ongoing negotiation required to conduct research on sensitive topics such as GBV and substance 

abuse. From an intersectional perspective, the need for such adaptive strategies further illustrates how 

institutional power operates unevenly, requiring women researchers in particular to engage in additional 

layers of relational, emotional, and methodological labour to produce knowledge. 
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By incorporating these adaptive practices into the analysis, the study not only documents the constraints 

imposed by institutional environments but also contributes practical insight into how researchers can 

navigate complex power dynamics while maintaining ethical and methodological integrity. This provides 

a more comprehensive account of knowledge production processes and offers guidance for future 

researchers working within similarly restrictive contexts. 

Silence, Partial Disclosure, and Withheld Information 

A recurring finding was institutional silence and partial disclosure. Several universities were reluctant to 
share GBV-related policies, protocols, or reports, despite these documents being central to the research 

aims. Requests for information were sometimes met with assurances of cooperation that did not 

materialise into action. In other instances, researchers were informed that certain information was “under 

review” or “not available,” suggesting an institutional tendency to manage reputational risk through 

restricted transparency. 

Participant Fear, Consent, and Reluctance to Be Quoted 

While participants agreed to take part in the study, a number expressed discomfort with being directly 

quoted, even after informed consent had been obtained. This reluctance was particularly evident among 

staff members and student leaders who feared institutional repercussions. Participants often indicated 
that they possessed extensive knowledge of GBV incidents and institutional responses but chose to 

reveal this information cautiously. This pattern underscores how fear and institutional power dynamics 

shape participant narratives and limit the depth of disclosure in GBV research. 

Emotional and Ethical Labour of Researchers 

The research process placed significant emotional and ethical demands on the women-led research 

team. Navigating institutional resistance, managing prolonged uncertainty, and engaging with sensitive 

narratives of violence required sustained emotional labour. Researchers were required to balance 

ethical obligations to participants with institutional expectations, while also negotiating their own 

vulnerability within hierarchies of power. This labour, while rarely acknowledged in formal research 
reporting, was integral to sustaining the study and ensuring ethical integrity. 

Participants across multiple institutions recounted experiences where their data collection activities 

unfolded against backdrops of violent criminal incidents occurring within or adjacent to university 

premises. These incidents included armed robberies, sexual assaults, protests escalating into violent 

confrontation, and, in one particularly striking case, a homicide that occurred on campus during the 

period when interviews were being conducted. What distinguishes these accounts is not merely the 

occurrence of violence, but its intersection with the research process itself forcing researchers to 
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navigate not only the emotional demands of sensitive interviewing but also immediate threats to their 

physical safety. 

The Unspoken Risk: Researcher Safety and the Material Dangers of Fieldwork in GBV 
Research 

A significant yet underexplored finding to emerge from this study concerns researchers' experiences of 

physical safety concerns during fieldwork. While the ethical protocols governing sensitive research 

routinely address participant wellbeing, informed consent, and psychological distress, considerably less 

attention has been paid to the embodied risks that researchers themselves encounter when conducting 
empirical work on gender-based violence (GBV) within institutional settings. This theme illuminates how 

researcher safety becomes a pressing concern when fieldwork coincides with, or is situated within, 

broader contexts of violence that extend beyond the immediate research encounter. 

Discussion 

Knowledge Production, GBV Prevention, and Institutional Accountability 

This study demonstrates that the production of knowledge on gender-based violence (GBV) and 

substance abuse in institutions of higher learning is deeply shaped by institutional practices that regulate 
access, disclosure, and participation. The findings reveal that delayed access, gatekeeping, institutional 

silence, and partial disclosure are not merely procedural challenges but structural impediments that 

undermine evidence-based GBV prevention. When research access is prolonged or constrained, 

universities effectively limit the scope, depth, and timeliness of knowledge required to inform responsive 

policies and interventions. 

Institutional gatekeeping and delayed access have direct implications for GBV prevention. Protracted 

clearance processes delay the generation of empirical evidence needed to assess institutional risk 

environments, evaluate prevention programmes, and identify gaps in support services. Such delays 
contribute to a cycle in which GBV responses are reactive rather than preventive, relying on institutional 

narratives rather than independent research evidence. The uneven cooperation observed across 

institutions further illustrates how discretionary power can shape whose knowledge is legitimised and 

whose is marginalised. 

Silence, partial disclosure, and the withholding of GBV-related policies signal a broader accountability 

deficit within higher education. Transparency is a foundational requirement for institutional 

accountability, particularly in relation to violence that disproportionately affects women and other 

marginalised groups. The reluctance to share policies and internal procedures suggests an emphasis 
on reputational management rather than survivor-centred accountability. These practices risk 
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reproducing cultures of silence that allow GBV to persist while limiting opportunities for institutional 

learning and reform. 

Participant reluctance to be quoted, despite consent, further underscores the power asymmetries 

embedded within universities. Fear of reprisal particularly among staff and student leaders points to 

institutional environments where speaking about GBV is perceived as risky. This climate not only 
constrains research but also undermines reporting, survivor support, and collective action. Effective 

GBV prevention requires institutional cultures that protect those who speak out, whether as participants, 

researchers, or survivors. 

The theme of researcher safety, as articulated in this study, reveals a critical blind spot in both 

methodological literature and institutional ethics frameworks. By documenting how fieldwork on GBV 

can coincide with, and be shaped by, violent institutional contexts, this analysis demonstrates that 

researcher safety is not ancillary to knowledge production but constitutive of it. The conditions under 

which researchers work including their physical safety, emotional wellbeing, and capacity to refuse 
dangerous situations fundamentally shape what can be known, from whom, and with what degree of 

rigour. An intersectional analysis further illuminates how these conditions are unevenly distributed, with 

researchers occupying multiple marginalised positions facing compounded vulnerabilities. Addressing 

this gap requires nothing less than a reconceptualisation of research ethics: from a framework focused 

exclusively on participant protection to one that recognises researcher safety as an integral dimension 

of ethical, rigorous, and sustainable knowledge production. 

Finally, the emotional and ethical labour borne by the women-led research team highlights the gendered 

dimensions of conducting GBV research. The expectation that researchers absorb institutional 
resistance, manage prolonged uncertainty, and navigate ethical tensions without institutional support 

reflects broader patterns of feminised care labour within academia. Recognising this labour is essential 

to advancing ethical research practices and strengthening institutional accountability in GBV 

scholarship. 

Conclusion 

This study has examined researchers’ experiences of studying gender-based violence (GBV) and 

substance abuse within South African higher education, highlighting how institutional practices shape 

both access to research and the production of knowledge. Drawing on an intersectional framework, the 

findings demonstrate that barriers such as delayed approvals, restricted access, and tightly controlled 

research processes are embedded within broader systems of gendered and institutional power. 

Importantly, the study reveals that these constraints are accompanied by significant emotional and 

psychological demands. Researchers navigating institutional resistance while engaging with sensitive 
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subject matter experienced heightened levels of stress, frustration, and emotional fatigue, underscoring 

that knowledge production in this field is not only structurally constrained but also affectively demanding. 

At the same time, researchers employed adaptive and negotiated strategies to sustain their work, 

demonstrating agency within restrictive environments. 

Practical Implications: Researcher Well-being and Institutional Support 

The findings call for a critical rethinking of how higher education institutions support research on 

sensitive topics such as GBV and substance abuse. Beyond improving the efficiency and transparency 

of ethics and access procedures, universities must recognise researcher well-being as an integral 
component of ethical research practice. 

Institutions should formalise support mechanisms that address the emotional and psychological 

demands of such research. This includes incorporating researcher well-being into ethics protocols, 

providing access to counselling and structured debriefing processes, and establishing mentorship and 

peer-support networks to mitigate isolation and burnout. These interventions are particularly important 

for researchers working at the intersection of gender and institutional power, where additional layers of 

emotional labour are often required. 

In parallel, training for institutional gatekeepers should be strengthened to ensure that research on 
sensitive issues is facilitated in a manner that is consistent, ethically grounded, and supportive rather 

than obstructive. By fostering more enabling and care-oriented research environments, universities can 

enhance both the quality of research and the sustainability of researchers’ engagement in this critical 

field. 

Theoretical Implications and Further Research 

This study extends intersectionality scholarship by demonstrating how systems of power operate not 

only within research subjects but also through institutional processes that govern knowledge production. 

It highlights the need to conceptualise universities as complex sites where authority, gender, and 

epistemic control intersect to shape what can be known and how. 

In addition, the findings contribute to feminist methodological debates by foregrounding the often-
overlooked dimension of emotional labour in research. Recognising researcher well-being as part of the 

research process challenges narrow procedural understandings of ethics and calls for more relational 

and care-centred frameworks. 

Future research could explore how different institutional contexts shape both access and researcher 

well-being, as well as examine the perspectives of gatekeepers to better understand the dynamics of 

institutional resistance. Further studies may also investigate the long-term emotional and professional 
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impacts of conducting research on GBV and substance abuse, thereby deepening insight into the 

sustainability of scholarship in this area. 
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