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Fieldwork and Thematic Analysis in 
the ICOLMA Project: Lessons and 
Strategies in the Application of the 
Maptionnaire Questionnaire

I
ntroduction

From August 2023 to May 2024, the fieldwork stage of the international 
project ICOLMA. The main objective was to understand, across different 
national contexts, how vulnerable groups experienced the pandemic 

in its spatial, emotional, economic, and political dimensions. This chapter 
focuses on the experiences of the research teams from São Paulo, Cape Town, 
and Dortmund, emphasizing the use of Thematic Analysis as a transversal 
methodological approach for interviews.

Research Team and Field Coordination in São Paulo

The São Paulo team included Gabriel Machado and Bruna Brauer (Master’s 
students, cohort 2024), Lyvia Fischer and Letícia Ueda Vella (Master’s students, 
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cohort 2023), Mariana Bomfim Sousa Ferreira (Master’s students) and three technical training 
fellows funded by FAPESP: Aline Bezerra Silva (Master’s student, cohort 2025), Claudilene Ines 
de Araujo e Silva and Luciana Busquets Fernandes da Silva, both members of the community-
based collective Promotoras Legais Populares (PLPs). The team was coordinated by Principal 
Investigator San Momm from the Federal University of ABC (UFABC). Throughout the nine-month 
grant period (August 1, 2023 - April 30, 2024), the team operated collaboratively, integrating 
technical training, territorial engagement, and political articulation.

Initial Stages: Piloting and Cultural Adaptation

The questionnaire, designed in Maptionnaire, was piloted in July 2023. Initial interviews were 
conducted with domestic workers known to the research team, with prior consent and during 
paid work hours. This controlled pilot was crucial to estimating the average duration (1 hour and 
15 minutes) and identifying challenges related to translation and cultural adaptation, since the 
original instrument was developed in English. Translating both language and meaning required 
significant adjustments to ensure clarity and cultural fit.

Figure 1.  Training for the São Paulo interview team at Territorial Planning Laboratory (LAPLAN) - UFABC. 

Source: archive from project ICOLMA - Team Brazil in LAPLAN, 2024.
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Field Resources and Technical Training

With project funds, five tablets equipped with data plans were acquired for field use. Two 
technical training sessions were conducted: the first focused on group translation and simulated 
paper-based interviews; the second was a complete walkthrough of the Maptionnaire platform, 
simulating a full digital interview. These training sessions were essential for aligning procedures 
and fostering collaborative learning.

Training and methodological strategies for the field work 

Application strategies varied according to each territory and the profile of participants. In 
addition to individual interviews, group conversations and participatory sessions were held. The 
combination of individual, collective, and mixed methods greatly enriched the data collected, 
especially concerning sensitive topics such as household income, various forms of violence 
(symbolic, psychological, domestic), and care work during the pandemic. The role of researchers 
from the Popular Legal Promoters (PLPs) in community mediation was crucial in building trust 
and fostering spaces for deep and respectful listening.

In São Paulo, we reached our interview targets through the active participation of locally based 
research fellows (113 interviews). These territorialized efforts included group discussions, one-on-
one interviews, and other field activities. This approach enabled the recognition of subjectivities 
and highly unique, transformative accounts of pandemic experiences marked by emotional 
resonance, memory work, and coping strategies. At the conclusion of the six-month fieldwork 
phase, we held an online meeting to record and reflect on the process. This material later served 
as a key source of inspiration and groundwork for further publications (Vella et al., 2025).

Figure 2.  Interview summary and organization for the final stretch of interviews in São Paulo.

Source: archive from project ICOLMA - Team Brazil in LAPLAN, 2025.
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Reflections on Thematic Analysis: Strengths and Limitations

Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) proved to be appropriate for coding, organizing, and 
interpreting open-ended responses, and was adopted as a shared methodology among the 
participating countries. However, the Brazilian team encountered several mismatches between 
the proposed analytical categories and the local narratives. A comparative review between the 
codes revealed the absence of key themes for the Brazilian context, such as:

-Denialism in public policy;

-Higher education interruption;

-Compulsory labor during lockdowns;

-Food insecurity and urban violence;

-Overwork in essential services;

-Healthcare access failures and dissatisfaction with services.

In response, the team proposed new categories (Denialism, Care Work, Medical Service 
Interruption, Urban Violence) and revisions of existing codes to better reflect local realities. 
These discrepancies produced a cascading effect in the analytical process, highlighting the need 
for a flexible and context-sensitive approach. The Brazilian experience with Thematic Analysis 
involved ongoing translation - not only of language, but also of methodology and epistemology. 
At the end of the process, an online systematization meeting was held and recorded as part 
of the project’s institutional memory. This material informed subsequent publications and 
reinforced the notion that thematic analysis, beyond being a coding technique, is a situated 
listening practice, one that recognizes the complexity of lives shaped by the pandemic, in their 
grief, resistance, and reinvention.
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