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Abstract. The current pandemic situation leads researchers to reflect on conduct-
ing qualitative research, completely changing how they conduct participatory re-
search. As it became clear that the pandemic would last many months, research-
ers started to redesign their planned research in digital spaces through social me-
dia channels and participatory online tools. From communicating with partici-
pants over Zoom (or other similar applications) to sharing information on exclu-
sive online groups, digital platforms have become, for many, the only way to
work, learn, or be entertained. This situation offered a significant opportunity to
think creatively about research engagement and reflect on which aspects truly
require researchers to be “on the ground” to conduct face-to-face participatory
sessions to gather qualitative data. Qualitative researchers must use this oppor-
tunity to reflect while using digital tools for distance research. This paper is in-
spired by the work the authors are conducting in MEMEX — a European-funded
project promoting social inclusion by developing collaborative storytelling tools
related to cultural heritage and at the same time facilitating encounters and inter-
actions between communities at risk of social exclusion. Thus, the work here
presented reflects on the digital tools and techniques to collect qualitative data
when the researchers cannot meet the participants face-to-face due to pandemics
safety measures or other restrictions.
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1 Introduction

While collecting quantitative data has been used online for several decades, collecting
qualitative data has been challenging. Yet the global pandemic has oddly helped to push
technologies to make qualitative data collection more accessible to a wide range of
users: COVID-19 imposed lockdowns and social distancing, changing how researchers
collect qualitative data during these uncertain and stressful times. Much qualitative re-
search usually relies on face-to-face interaction: ethnographic types of interviews
(structured, semi or unstructured), focus groups, and fieldwork are typical methods to
gather qualitative data that depend on face-to-face interaction. Researchers usually plan
to conduct fieldwork using traditional in-person methods, but now they are reconsider-
ing it because participants cannot meet them face-to-face. These traditional face-to-face
methods are being transformed into a “distance” method not to put projects on hold.
Back in 2017, Braun and colleagues [1] created helpful guidance on what digital tech-
niques have to offer, what types of research questions are best suited to be answered



through digital tools, as well as specific ethical questions that require consideration
(practical, technical, and privacy challenges). While the ideal co-design face-to-face
sessions may no longer be an option, the authors of this poster — researchers in the co-
design field working in the MEMEX project — researched and reported techniques to
collect qualitative data when the subjects cannot be face-to-face due to pandemics or
other restrictions. This poster addresses some important questions and challenges re-
garding online methods for collecting qualitative data, raising more questions for future
research.

2 Data Generation Techniques

Below we report on data generation techniques — focus group, co-creation tools, storing
and analysing data, photo-taking, and visuals — inspired by the impossibility to run
qualitative studies with participants from the MEMEX project. This section reads like
a set of techniques that can be used in any qualitative research when participants have
access to computers, internet access, and smartphones.

Focus groups. This is a standard technique in qualitative research because they are
helpful to track initial reactions to the form of a concept or product [2, 3]. Focused
groups can be moved online, with the aid of videoconferencing tools such as Zoom,
Teams, GoToMeeting, Google Hangouts or virtual environments such as Virbela and
Morzilla. Even before pandemics, WhatsApp and Facebook started to be used to conduct
interviews and sometimes focused groups. Online or virtual focused groups have in-
creased in popularity to capture ideas and opinions from a wider demographic group
[4], allow greater accessibility for specific populations, and minimise costs and pro-
gramming issues. Videoconferencing is a close substitute to face-to-face interviews. It
can enable the data to be collected over large geographical areas even when social dis-
tancing measures are not in place [5]. As long as participants can access a computer
with reliable internet, these tools allow individuals to talk to each other, see the moder-
ator, and view a shared picture or document on the screen. Ideally, participants can
access the session by clicking on a link without installing any software. These tools
allow groups into private spaces (breakout rooms) where the moderator can enter and
exit; however, they require careful management. As a helpful note, it is always handy
to have a phone number to call participants if they struggle to enter or re-enter the main
session. Researchers can use online polling tools to keep participants engaged at critical
points (e.g. Pollev, Mentimeter). The polls can be used as a mechanism to keep users
engaged, alongside collaboration tools, and gather accurate data for discussion.

Co-creation tools. In a certain way, digital tools such as Miro, Mural, Padlet replace
the whiteboard or flipcharts used in face-to-face sessions. These tools can support vid-
eoconferencing and perform exercises with participants throughout the session. Also,
the participant can group and collaborate on co-design sessions synchronously or asyn-
chronously with a group of participants. Researchers can use these tools for collabora-
tive brainstorm activities. Participants write down ideas as virtual post-it notes, keeping
track of inspirations or solutions during the session by plotting post-it notes in a matrix
or map to prioritise items. The researcher should send the participants a link to access
a visual workspace where they can collaborate simultaneously.



Storing and Analysing Data. While it is an option in presential focused groups to
record the session through video and audio, which allows a later checking of the non-
verbal communication of the participants, it must be the norm in online ones. Research-
ers record online session to analyse the behaviours and the conversations of the partic-
ipants. Recordings of videoconferences sessions provide more focused data than face-
to-face sessions; the camera usually focuses on the upper part of the body, emphasising
facial expression recording and gestures. These situations can provide a better under-
standing of how participants express and feel. Storing and analysing video data can
require quite a lot of storage space and a reasonably powerful computer. Recording on
smartphones quickly becomes problematic — even with the right app, storing and trans-
ferring recordings and file security quickly becomes a problem. However, if one is just
concerned with the audio of the interview through a computer, one can do this with the
native Voice Recorder app of the computer. Note that there are tools that automatically
transcribe audio for us, but their accuracy is not always the best and is still not a sub-
stitute for professional transcription. As noted, there are many technical and practical
challenges concerning videoconferencing and recordings.

Photo-taking and visuals. Pandemic constraints allow for a limited presence out-
side, wearing masks and strict rules about social distancing. These constraints affect
photo-taking activities in various ways: (i) limited presence outdoors: depending on the
country and pandemic gravity, people are not allowed to spend time outside their apart-
ments, or limited during some hours of the day; (ii) the use of masks can influence
expressivity of subjects or possibly their interest or ability in performing their routines;
this can bias the observations collected through the photographic data; (iii) social dis-
tancing also affect behaviours of people and norms and their presence in public open
and closed spaces. To make up for these shortcomings, participants should be allowed
to use photos they have taken previously, by other people, or even allowed to find data
on the internet. Participants should be encouraged to look through phone camera rolls,
old photo albums to select photographs to discuss with others within the activity. How-
ever, it is not all about the digital. Methods such as drawings, paper diaries, collages,
letters, cultural probes are not digital methods and can be used online. Asking partici-
pants to create such visuals or videos may help represent their feelings. The essential
point is that the photographs or visuals represent participants’ thoughts, experiences,
and feelings, being in line with the activity’s prompt.

3 Reflections

This poster questions the above set of tools for gathering qualitative data. We, as qual-
itative researchers, draw questions about trust and report, chat functionalities, technol-
ogy training, and the digital divide. We believe these reflections will lead to a lively
and productive discussion in the INTERACT community. It highlights challenges on
the new possibilities for participation to inform the development of interactive technol-
ogies, raising more questions for future research on how remote research can have an
enormous impact as time and technology progresses.



Trust and rapport. Gaining trust and rapport with participants is a crucial part of
getting valuable data. It helps both the researcher and the participant think about each
other’s feelings, making it easier to feel a human connection. It is more challenging to
create this trust and rapport online as we are missing many social cues. Also, it might
be more difficult to break the ice over videoconferencing when participants and the
moderator never met face-to-face. Researchers have less option for ice-breaking activ-
ities, and sometimes for technical reasons, participants do not have access to the cam-
era, and the interview just relies on audio.

Chat functionalities. Interesting questions arise about the chat functionalities pro-
vided by such online tools. Does it enable participants to raise questions by allowing
them time to reflect? Is it a space to share opinions that participants would not have
shared in front of more experienced people? More studies are needed to answer these
questions.

Technology training. Technology provides new possibilities for participation, dis-
rupting, and shifting power. Participants must be aware of using the technology to be
used in the online session. Researchers should support this by providing training on the
technology, running a “test run” to ensure everyone is comfortable with the actual data
collection time frame. Nonetheless, researchers should make the process as welcoming
as possible, have ice breakers, and plan to share a cup of tea/coffee virtually!

Digital divide. The drawbacks of online tools are the influence of the digital divide
and access to the internet and powerful devices. Do participants have access to these
tools, and are they familiar with their use? Are all participants at the same tech-savvy
level? Researchers should also be mindful of the participants and ensure that all the
participants have equal access and opportunity to work with the requirements. If the
aim is to prioritise the involvement of marginalised participants, qualitative researchers
need to question what is really “rethinking participatory approaches” for the communi-
ties they work with. What lessons are we learning about digital participatory methods
that can modify our research? Researchers should be highly cautious in celebrating the
opportunities offered by the internet and digital devices because of the existing digital
divide in some countries: marginalised groups that cannot have a voice due to their lack
of availability and sophistication of broadband use. Infrastructural and socioeconomic
disparities remain determined by geographic location, education, age, and income. The
issue that participatory researchers face in embracing internet-powered participation is
that it reinforces the gap between access to the internet and digital devices and deepens
digital inequalities. Thus, it is crucial to make methodological negotiations in partici-
patory approaches not to affect the core underpinnings of participatory methods and
development ethics.
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