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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic led to widespread adoption of social distancing policies.
These policies, while necessary to control viral spread, have inevitably caused
disruptions to established social connections. Given the well-documented impact of
social connections on both physical and mental health, it becomes important to
understand the nature and extent of these disruptions resulting from COVID-19 social
distancing. Therefore, this project is designed to assess the impact of COVID-19 social
distancing measures on social connections. Specifically, the project aims to investigate
how social connections have been disrupted and to examine the associations between
changes in social connections and mental health over time, particularly considering the
potential for social distancing to remain in effect for an extended period of 18 months to
two years. Understanding these impacts is crucial for informing strategies to mitigate
potential negative consequences on mental well-being.

What considerations will you take into account with respect to ethical, legal, or
commercial issues?

There are several ethical and legal considerations for this survey project as human
participants are involved. The project will undergo ethics review through Athabasca
University’s research ethics board (REB).

1. Ensuring informed consent from all participants. This process involves
clearly explaining the study’s purpose, how data will be collected and stored, the
possibility of future contact and the options for data sharing and reuse
(secondary data usage) within the consent form.

2. Protecting participants’ privacy. The study will collect sensitive data such as
the first three digits of postal codes, email addresses, and age range. Data
anonymization and de-identification will be rigorously applied to protect
participant privacy. This means removing or coding any information that could
directly identify individuals, like names or contact details. Identifying information
will be kept in a separate, password-protected file in REDCap, accessible only by
the principal investigators, and deleted after 5 years. Controlled access to the
data will also be maintained. For example, when designing the survey in
REDCap, the researcher will set up user roles and data access groups (DAGs) to
ensure restricted access to the participants’ information.
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3. Secondary data usage. To ensure data can be deposited and shared in the
future, the principal investigator will need to obtain approval for data deposit and
sharing practices as part of the ethics review process through the REB.

What data will you collect or otherwise bring into your project under this plan?

Data type: Surveys will be used to collect data as answers to a variety of questions
regarding the participants' daily experience and the effects of COVID-19 on their life.
The survey has a longitudinal design and will be repeated at specific intervals. Data will
be collected within REDCap and downloaded for analysis with SPSS statistics software
by individual research team members. This data is not raw and will be anonymized and
double-checked as it is downloaded from REDCap. An additional copy of data will be
saved in .csv file format for long-term storage.

Data size estimate: The estimated size of data exported for analysis will be no more
than 500MB. However, when accounting for raw data, backups, and various versions of
the datasets, the total data storage required for the entire project is estimated to be
around 10GB.

How will you document data for future re-use or validation?

Naming conventions: All files and documentation will follow the same naming protocol.
[YYYY-MM-DD]_[Data_file_label] [additional modifier].sps. For example:
2024-03-06_SPSS_data_time1.sps,

2021-07-30_RedCap_DataDictionary.xls.

Documentation: The project team will create the following documentation for future re-
use and validation:

- A README file will include the basic methodology information about the study.

- A Data Dictionary will contain variables and how they are coded. This document
can be generated and updated in REDCap.

- Survey Instrument List - links to original instruments used in the research and a
list of questions within each instrument.

How will data be stored, accessed, and worked with?

Data storage and access will incorporate security measures from the very beginning.
Raw survey data will be created and initially stored using a REDCap instance
maintained by Athabasca University on their secured infrastructure at Amazon Web
Services in Canada. Access to the raw data will be strictly controlled; it will only be
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accessed through the PI's password-protected accounts and only when logged in
through a VPN or from the university encrypted laptop or desktop.

De-identified data will be downloaded to be analyzed locally on desktop computers
using SPSS. For the purposes of data analysis, only de-identified participant data will be
downloaded from REDCap, meaning that before any data is used for analysis, all direct
identifiers will be removed, ensuring participants’ privacy is maintained. Backup copies
of data exported from REDCap will be stored on secured AWS infrastructure (S3
buckets) managed by Athabasca University IT. Raw data will remain within REDCap.
Different versions of the data (e.g., datasets exported and prepared for analysis,
subsets of data used for specific analyses, and version reviewed for deposit and
sharing), will be stored on secure AWS infrastructure available to the research team
members and managed by Athabasca University IT.

How will data be managed, discoverable, and accessible for the long term?

To ensure long-term access and reuse, the de-identified data will be deposited in a
digital repository, e.g., Borealis Dataverse. Prior to depositing, the data will be fully de-
identified to protect participant privacy, aligning with ethical requirements. To further
facilitate appropriate data reuse for research purposes, a data use agreement will be
established. This agreement will outline the terms and conditions for accessing and
using the data. A DOI will be assigned to the deposited dataset to support its long-term
findability.
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