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Abstract 

Introduction. The COVID-19 pandemic has not only affected the world’s economy, the delivery of 
education and other services, but also how research is conducted. Travel bans and policies on social 
and physical distancing have restricted researchers’ mobility to reach and be at natural settings and 
made it impossible for them to have face-to-face interactions with their participants on the site. So the 
question is, Shall researchers stop conducting research studies because of the challenging times? We 
would say, No. On the contrary, at these times, research is significantly important, more than ever. We 
grapple with a phenomenon that is complex and that impacts our lives very deeply. We have many 
questions to answer, and one of the best tools available to us is the qualitative research approach. 
Hence, in this panel discussion, our team would like to engage qualitative researchers in a conversation 
regarding the use of internet technologies for conducting online research, specifically data collection 
methods such as in-depth interviews, observation, focus group discussions, and other alternatives can 
be done through online modalities. 

Online In-depth Interview. In-depth interview is probably known as one of the best data collection 
methods in many qualitative research designs. It provides the researchers a special opportunity to 
explore the research problem in depth and therefore enable them to address complex issues. While 
conducting in-depth interviews face to face was probably preferred over the online modality, COVID-
19 has called for more attention to online interviews. Social distancing has become part of our daily 
reality. Even in the post-COVID-19 era, there will most likely continue to be a rise in the use of online 
qualitative data collection—probably due to its affordability, efficiency, safety, and comfort. In this 
presentation, online in-depth interview is defined as an in-depth interview conducted using 
information communication technology (ICT). In this session, the focus will be on why we conduct 
interviews online. We will also discuss the different types of online interviews so that the audience is 
aware of them. Additionally, our discussion will move to various ways of preparing for and 
conducting online in-depth interviews, including the decision-making process for the selection of the 
appropriate ICT. Furthermore, we will overview the different communication options available for 
online in-depth interviews. Stages of online in-depth interviews will be outlined. The roles of the 
interviewer and the interviewee, as well as the online research setting for in-depth interview will be 
discussed. Challenges of online in-depth interviews will be discussed; after all, every data collection 
method has its own strengths and weaknesses. Some practical tips will be listed to guide online in-
depth interviews as well as some ethical considerations peculiar to the online setting. We hope that 
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this reflection on effective use of online in-depth interview will give an idea for the audience to 
embrace it with a much more informed mindset.  

Online Observation. When the pandemic hit, researchers paused and asked themselves, Can we do 
observation online? If so, how will we do it? How will we get rich data? Will we be able to see 
interactions between and among our participants? Will we be able to interact with them? What are 
the challenges that we will face? What are the limitations that we need to address or acknowledge? 
Are there specific ethical issues that will arise? The ultimate answers have not yet been found; the 
search for alternatives is still ongoing. In this presentation, we will attempt to propose some possible 
options such as the use of videorecordings (Latvala, Voulika-Oikknen, & Janhonen, 2001) and 
conducting covert or overt observation in online spaces (Salmons, 2020). We will also include a 
discussion on how ethical issues, specifically how the challenge of securing informed consent can be 
addressed and how will online data be classified and treated (Sugiura, Wiles, & Pope, 2019; Willis, 
2019).  

Online Focus Group Discussions. When compared to an individual interview, focus group interview is 
more efficient in terms of resources and information received. Even more, the significant feature of 
the online focus group discussions (FGD) is that it surpasses geographical and temporal limitations. It 
allows an easy group setup and it is time and cost effective. Besides, it appears to be more effective 
in discussing sensitive topics as compared to a traditional in-person FGD (Woodyatt, Finneran, & 
Stephenson, 2016). However, there are limitations ascribed to online FGD. In a regular face-to-face 
setting the hallmark of FGD is group interaction. It allows the participants to express themselves in a 
less threatening environment as they provide a cross-check on the opinions shared in discussion 
(Simons, 2009). In fact, focus group discussion involves more horizontal interaction between group 
members. One of the key factors in successful focus group is a positive and creative atmosphere 
among group members (Flick, 2006). When conducted in an online venue, an FGD becomes more 
difficult to manage (especially the classic process of turn taking), as well as to capture non-verbal 
responses and provide the atmosphere conducive to a fruitful discussion (Tuttas, 2015). The 
synchronous type of FGD involves real-time interaction and assumes high degree of responsiveness, 
while asynchronous type allows a time lag between posting questions and answers, which may result 
in superficial and shallow answers (Lobe, 2017). It is the aim of this presentation to explore the 
strengths and address the limitations of the virtual setting as compared to conventional face-to-face 
FGD. It will also tackle some practical and technological concerns related to an online data collection. 

Other Online Data Collection Methods. In addition to conducting in-depth interviews, observation, 
and focus group discussions through online modalities, there are other data collection methods that 
can be employed without on-site, face-to-face interactions. In this presentation, we will introduce 
some forms of arts-based research data (Leavy, 2017) such drawings, aesthetic portrayals (Lawrence-
Lightfoot & Davis, 1997), poetic portraits and narrative portraits (Muccio, Reybold, & Kidd, 2014); 
and experiential descriptions from literature (van Manen, 2014). We will discuss how each of these 
data can be collected, what are its strengths and limitations (if any), and what possible ethical issues 
may arise. Moreover, we will give examples of studies which utilized them. Among the examples that 
we will present are the research works of CohenMiller (2018) where she used drawings in a 
transcendental phenomenological study, Beskow (2020) where he used aesthetic portrayals and 
narrative portraits in a narrative inquiry, Rosario and Obo (2019) where they used poetic portrait in a 
portraiture study, and Marinas (ongoing) where she uses experiential descriptions from literature, 
specifically through films in a hermeneutic phenomenological study. 
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Concluding Thought. Data collection in qualitative research offers a great variety of methods. This is 
probably one of the major strengths of qualitative research. It offers flexibility and the possibility to 
explore issues in depth. While there is an overlap on how to collect physically qualitative research 
data, there is a difference from collecting data online. This session highlights that difference. It also 
provides practical tips, strategies, and rationale for online data collection. It is our hope that this 
panel discussion will generate ideas that we all can use as we implement these different online data 
collection methods and strategies.  

Keywords: data collection methods, online in-depth interviews, online focus group discussions, online 
observation, arts-based research data 
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Overview of the Panel Session 

1- Brief context: Qualitative data collection methods in online modalities 

2- Objectives: 
(a) To provide qualitative researchers with alternative options to gather data (when on-site, 

face-to-face interactions are not possible) through online modalities; 
(b) To explore strategies how to collect authentic, relevant, and rich data through online 

modalities; 
(c) To address ethical issues that may arise when conducting data collection through online 

modalities. 

3- Dynamics / Strategy: 
a. Presentation: The panel is composed of Dr. Wa-Mbaleka, Dr. Lumowa, and Dr. Zubkov. 

Dr. Rosario will serve as the moderator.  

b. Theoretical Exposition of the theme: 

Online In-Depth Interviews – 15 minutes 
Online Observation – 15 minutes 
Online Focus Group Discussions – 15 minutes 
Other Online Data Collection Methods – 15 minutes 

c. Application in other contexts: Online data collection methods may be used not only 
during the time of the COVID-19 crisis, but also when researchers want to conduct 
studies in sites that are not accessible due to distance (e.g., studies that cover a wide 
geographical coverage), or due to unsafe conditions, or political or cultural restrictions.   

d. Discussion – 30 minutes 

The panel discussion will start with a brief introduction of the panelists and an 
overview of the topic and its context. The first topic to be discussed is how to conduct 
online in-depth interview, followed by online observation, then online focus group 
discussions, and the last will be other online data collection methods such as arts-
based research. For each data collection method, we will present a brief definition, 
how it can be done online, what are the challenges/ethical issues that researchers may 
encounter, and how those challenges/ethical issues can be addressed or minimized. 
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4- Application of the proposal in reality / practical examples: To be provided during the 
presentations. 

5- Expected results: After listening to the panel discussion, the participants may consider 
collecting data through online modalities by using the data collection methods presented. 
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