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Abstract

Unprecedented COVID-19 global pandemic entails uncertain conditions, which lead people to seek alternative solu-
tions to make activities running accordingly. Limited movements due to travel restriction and health protection confine 
people’s activities, including the research process. Postponing research activities is arguably not the best solution for 
scholars, mainly while conducting data collection. In social and humanities research, researchers mostly undertake data 
collection through field studies and face-to-face communications prior to the pandemic. Social distancing procedures, 
however, encourage people to avoid close contacts and cancel visit plans. Thus, researchers are necessary to find an alter-
native method during uncertainty situation. Digital research method (DRM) seems to be a plausible way to keep research 
ongoing, although the implementation of that method in the developing countries’ research activities, compared to the 
developed countries, remains lagging behind. This research aims to position DRM amidst the pandemic situation and 
show possibilities in using this method as an alternative in the developing countries by taking Indonesia as a case study. 
Results show that to make DRM works in Indonesia, some requirements need to be fulfilled to meet academic standards, 
and whether relevant or not the research topic applies to be processed utilizing digital method are also essential to be 
considered.  
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Abstrak

Pandemi global COVID-19 yang belum pernah terjadi sebelumnya berdampak pada ketidakpastian dalam berbagai hal dan 
menyebabkan banyak orang berusaha mencari solusi alternatif agar aktivitas mereka tetap berjalan. Pembatasan gerak yang 
dikarenakan oleh larangan berpergian dan usaha penjagaan kesehatan membatasi aktivitas manusia termasuk dalam proses pe-
nelitian. Menunda aktivitas penelitian bukan menjadi solusi terbaik untuk para akademisi terlebih saat melakukan pengumpu-
lan data. Dalam penelitian ilmu sosial, para peneliti kebanyakan melakukan pengumpulan data dengan berkunjung ke lapan-
gan dan komunikasi tatap muka. Akan tetapi, peraturan untuk menjaga jarak menginstruksi banyak orang untuk menghindari 
kontak jarak dekat dan membatalkan rencana kunjungannya. Untuk itu, para peneliti perlu untuk mencari metode alternatif. 
Metode riset digital dianggap memungkinkan sebagai cara untuk membuat penelitian tetap berjalan walaupun implementa-
sinya di negara-negara berkembang masih tertinggal dibandingkan negara-negara maju. Penelitian ini bertujuan untuk mem-
posisikan metode penelitian digital di tengah situasi pandemi dan menunjukkan beberapa kemungkinan dalam menggunakan 
metode ini sebagai alternatif dalam penelitian di negara berkembang dengan mengambil studi kasus Indonesia. Hasil penelitian 
memperlihatkan bahwa untuk membuat metode digital berjalan di Indonesia, beberapa persyaratan perlu dipenuhi agar dapat 
sesuai dengan standar akademik dan apakah topik riset relevan atau tidak dengan menggunakan metode digital juga penting 
untuk dipertimbangkan.  
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 global pandemic affects hu-
man mobilities in the shape of limited move-
ments and distanced contact, encouraging 
them to find an alternative way to make their 
activities run accordingly. Travel restrictions 
are also stipulated to protect people from in-
fectious viruses. However, this unprecedented 
situation remains uncertain whether or not it 
will last longer than expected. Limited move-
ments and social distancing procedures also 
affect the research activities, particularly in 
social and humanities studies. Research which 
is normally conducted through field study and 
face-to-face communications, is required to 
adjust to this uncertain situation. 

Postponing research activities are also 
impossible. Thus, this pandemic condition 
encourages researchers to find an alternative 
method to ensure that research keeps ongoing. 
Digital research method (DRM) becomes an 
option to make social and humanities research 
workable to be undertaken. Snee, et.al. (2016) 
defines digital methods as the use of online 
and digital technology to collect and analyze 
research data. A wide range of digital meth-
ods implementation has also been utilized 
to undertake various research, such as social 
media analysis, social networks analysis, con-
tent analysis, web-based surveys, educational 
research, and in-depth online interviews or fo-
cus group discussions with the support of in-
novative digital research software and toolkit.

In Indonesia, researchers embark on think-
ing of DRM for their research activities. Tak-
ing an example of what has been conducted 
in the Indonesian Institute of Sciences (LIPI) 
through a set of workshop activities, DRM is 
considered. Nonetheless, in developed coun-
tries, hereafter the developing countries, in-
cluding Indonesia, the use of DRM in research 
is still left unexplored. Unlike the developing 
countries, the use of DRM in the developed 
countries, is well established, and researchers 
in the developed countries have found many 
innovative ways to best use digital methods 
in their research activities. Besides, the global 
pandemic situation can be seen as an opportu-
nity to implement DRM in research and devel-
op it in the developing countries, particularly 

Indonesia. 

The superiority of the developed coun-
tries in economy, quality of human resources, 
research facilities and education brings sover-
eignty in knowledge and sciences. The con-
cept of DRM has been well developed since 
early 2010, started by introducing the concept 
of DRM, establishing suitable digital software, 
and publishing papers and books (Hewson, 
2016; Snee et al., 2016). On the other side of 
the world, the developing countries have lim-
itations in providing a sufficient research en-
vironment (Horton, 2000; Koehn, 2014). As 
a result, knowledge generation has been de-
layed in the developing countries compared 
to developed countries, including DRM. Im-
plementation of DRM in research activities 
in the developing countries just started due 
to pandemic Covid-19. Since most DRM the-
ories produced by the developed countries, 
this paper contributes to providing DRM con-
cept from developing countries’ perspective, 
particularly from Indonesia, which have not 
been so popular in literature. Therefore, this 
article may bridge the knowledge of DRM to 
implement in the other countries in develop-
ing countries. 

Despite its optimistic potential for sup-
porting data collection and analysis, many 
aspects are still necessary to be concerned to 
ensure that the emerged DRM in the develop-
ing countries meet academic standards. To be 
more precise, this research aims to position 
DRM amidst the pandemic situation and show 
possibilities to use it as an alternative method 
in social and humanities research. In doing so, 
the ensuing sub-chapters examine how DRM 
could be an alternative for scholars in the de-
veloping countries but remains fulfilling aca-
demic standards by explaining the essence of 
DRM as an alternative in the middle of pan-
demic posing its strengths and weaknesses 
based on experiences taken during workshops.

RESEARCH METHOD

This article employed primary data and sec-
ondary data as the source of analysis. Prima-
ry data were collected through observation to 
84 participants of DRM workshop over two 
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months. The participants consist of early ca-
reer researchers and young researchers from 
the Indonesian Institute of Sciences (LIPI) in 
the Deputy of Social and Humanities. This 
method aims to identify the process, oppor-
tunity (strengths), obstacles (limitations), and 
challenges encountered by participants in 
learning and adopting DRM during the work-
shop and post-workshop (DRM implementa-
tion in research design) (see the following ta-
ble). As the observers, authors were involved 
in all workshop meetings (16 times) which ev-
ery meeting took at least three and up to four 
hours. The workshop was undertaken within 
three months (August to October 2020). Since 
the COVID-19 pandemic was getting impera-
tive, all workshop meetings were delivered on-
line using Zoom Meetings (ZM) that require 
a sufficient internet connection. There were 
three sections of observation, pre-workshop, 
during the workshop, and post-workshop to 
identify the element of DRM and its imple-
mentation by social and humanities research 
in LIPI. 

Secondary data were collected through 
literature study as the primary data resourc-
es such as journals, books, and institutions’ 
documents. Secondary data over publications 
help develop a research framework, revisit ex-
isting theories, and extend current studies on 
a specific topic. Investigating the appropriate 
works of literature are popularly undertaken 

in qualitative research (Wildemuth, 2016). The 
sources of paper publications are majorly from 
international journals but not to limit nation-
al journals. In terms of papers’ search strategy, 
this study focuses on papers with more fre-
quently cited sources from journals of social 
research methodology, communication re-
search practice, social and behavioral scienc-
es, and research management. Also, we set up 
keywords to search some papers relevant to 
this study’s objective, for instance: digital re-
search, DRM, social sciences and humanities, 
pandemic, COVID-19. While tracing docu-
ments and related official data were employed 
to strengthen the analysis.

To identify how DRM can be employed as 
an alternative method to obtain and process 
data during the pandemic, we use a qualita-
tive approach. This approach helps to record, 
identify, investigate, and reveal the profound 
meaning of participants’ responses and ex-
periences during the workshop (Ezzy, 2013). 
Therefore, these may exhibit some DRM op-
portunities that can be academically conduct-
ed as an alternative method during the pan-
demic. 

The qualitative approach allows the flex-
ibility of data collection in textual form from 
observation and interaction during the digital 
research’s workshop, such as workshop par-
ticipants’ observation and focus group discus-
sions.

Table 1. Primary Data Collection through DRM Workshop participants observation

Section 
Primary data collection approach

Aspect to identify
Participant’s observation FGD with researchers Survey online

Pre-Workshop Discuss desired 

software, soft skills for 

DRM, task, and meeting 

delivery

Identification required 

skills, types of training, 

understand-ing concept 

Workshop Reporting difficulties Process, strength constraints, 
opportunity 

Questions during online 
meeting

Process, constraints, 
opportunity

Project presentation Feedback of workshop 
implementation

Understand-ing concept, 
Challenges to employ DRM

Post Workshop Implementation in 
design research

Comment from independent 
reviewers about participants’ 
understand-ing for concept 
and software of DRM

Source: Author
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LITERATURE REVIEW

The recent development of technology has 
led to the emergence of research methods 
in any academic fields. Innovative tools and 
software to support digital research methods 
have also widely been developed, and the im-
plementation has also been widespread across 
the world. Particularly in the developed coun-
tries, DRM usage is not uncommon to assist 
research data collection and analysis. 

Given that situation, the use of digital 
methods in the developing countries, is not 
as advanced as what has been implemented in 
the developed countries. Unlike in the devel-
oped countries, the implementation of DRM 
in the developing countries is still lagging. If 
any, researchers in the developing countries 
start to eagerly consider harnessing DRM 
when the COVID-19 global pandemic hits the 
world and see this method as an alternative 
to run the research. This part demonstrates a 
literature review regarding the development 
of DRM, and the extent to which this meth-
od has been thrived to underpin manifold re-
search disciplines, especially in social and hu-
manities studies. 

It is prominent to see deeper of a great 
transformation in research and outline a com-
parison of the implementation of the digital 
method in two separated yet inextricable ac-
tor groups that play a pivotal role in the global 
system. Sandvig & Hargittai (2015) have also 
pointed out the urge to learn digital research 
transformation; he stated that digital media 
research processes deserve attention because 
they produce new methods, new opportuni-
ties, and new challenges for understanding 
human behavior and society. This context 
represents digital methods as part of research 
innovation and a new kind of science that de-
serves to be explored.

It goes without saying that Internet devel-
opment’s social significance can be considered 
as a starting point where the advent of DRM 
was introduced.  In the mid-1990s, the Inter-
net became a mainstream phenomenon and 
was providing a fascinating resource for do-
ing social science research (Snee, et. al., 2016). 
Other scholars such as Lazer, et. al. (2009) 

also had a similar belief that the Internet is an 
instrument that could enable a similar revo-
lution of revelation for the social sciences. 
Since the emergence of the Internet, social 
interactions and data access are widely open, 
making people easier to gather information 
and conduct observation to broader society. 
Sandvig & Hargittai (2015) also added that the 
Internet might offer more efficient, cheaper, 
or otherwise superior iterations of existing re-
search methods. Despite positive responses to 
Internet development, some scholars also ex-
press their critiques of the overwhelming use 
of it. Beer (2013) stated that this contemporary 
Internet had become a complex and multifac-
eted arena that both reflects and reshapes ev-
eryday life. Therefore, the effective use of the 
Internet in research should be studied thor-
oughly, but, still, the Internet can be seen as a 
mark of transformation for the development 
of digital methods in social and humanities 
research.

Successive responses on the Internet de-
velopment have resulted in the emergence of 
digital methods and how it has been utilized in 
a wide array of research practices ranging from 
data collection to data analysis. Originally said 
as Internet research, this was founded large-
ly on the recognition that the Internet could 
act as a novel site for social formations (Hine, 
2008), from which the support of online fea-
tures could undertake any practices that were 
usually done face-to-face. Also, the emergence 
of digital methods leads to some innovative 
computation-based analysis that could inter-
pret data and assist in the analysis process. In 
the developed countries, digital methods for 
the purpose of data collection or data analysis 
have been done in certain research activities 
as follows. 

Data collections such as through inter-
views and group discussions have become rou-
tine, both in asynchronous mode and in real 
time (Kazmer & Xie, 2008; James & Busher, 
2009; Salmons, 2011). Hine (2008) also high-
lighted that social researchers have widely ac-
cepted online interviews. Furthermore, inter-
viewing online has become normal in research 
conducted by researchers in the developed 
countries, considering time-efficiency and 
travel removal costs. Some scholars also added 
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that interviewing online can offer a safe space 
for participants to address sensitive issues (Il-
lingworth, 2001; Orgad, 2005; McCoyd & Ker-
son, 2006), and also provide a space for those 
who are hard to fit face-to-face interviews 
(Madge & O’Connor, 2002; Nicholas, et. al., 
2010). However, other scholars such as Shap-
ka, et. al. (2016) criticized that online inter-
views produced fewer words, took longer, and 
required more rapport building. It is some-
times hard to derive in-depth understanding, 
including capturing the genuine emotions. 

Despite apparent debates, digital methods 
for data collection continuously invent certain 
means to gather data. Web crawling and data 
tracing have best used the Internet and mus-
tered what called ‘big data’ to get the informa-
tion necessary for research analysis and find-
ings. Web crawling in social science research 
undertakes copy data activities from websites 
and organise the data into particular formats 
(Shumate & Weber, 2015). To implement this 
activity, many available programs can help to 
do crawling data needed. Of research activi-
ties conducted by Turner, et. al. (2005), it was 
also stated that web crawling could be used to 
map information flow and social interaction 
on the Web. This part will be a benefit to what 
we called next as social network analysis. Like 
web crawling, data tracing also becomes part 
of innovative ways in digital methods for data 
collection. Trace data can be obtained from a 
varied of sources including Scraping (Wesler, 
et. al., 2008), Application Programming Inter-
face (API) (Morstatter, et. al., 2013), programs 
designed to collect trace data (Hansen, et. 
al., 2011), custom applications and computer 
scripts (Fiore, et. al., 2002; Hampton, 2007), 
online text corpuses from email lists, text 
messages, discussion forums, and archives 
(Evan & Aceves, 2016; Gad, et. al., 2015), and 
partnership with companies such as Facebook 
and Microsoft (Burke, et. al, 2010; Ellison, et. 
al., 2014). A critique for tracing data in data 
collection has been added by Schober, et. al. 
(2016); he stated that trace data might not rep-
resent the broader population. From this crit-
icism, it is understood that sometimes data 
gathered online, especially from social media, 
may only represent certain personal opinions 
and cannot capture a wider society and certain 

emotions.

In a quantitative approach, a web-based 
survey or questionnaire is often conducted to 
collect data. Researchers collect the data by de-
signing some questions leading to novel find-
ings obtained when wider participation and 
perspectives are gathered. Some software such 
as SurveyMonkey, Typeform, Qualtrics, Lime 
Survey and many others (Haije, 2021) provide 
templates to ease researchers designing survey 
and questionnaire and sums up results in vari-
ous ways that could assist them to analyze data 
after the result came out. However, during the 
implementation, informant accuracy to the 
data sometimes becomes a challenge. The way 
the informants or wider society answers ques-
tions are sometimes debatable to guarantee 
that the result is accurate. Whether or not the 
informants know the topic and answers ques-
tions seriously may affect the survey results.

Moving to the analysis process, research-
ers in the developed countries have arguably 
been supported with a skill set to conduct 
analysis harnessing digital software and tools. 
Some analyses utilizing digital software and 
tools are then invented to complete academ-
ic scholarship and show the advancement of 
digital methods. Social media analysis, social 
network analysis, content analysis, and vid-
eo analysis are some instances to show the 
progress in the extent to which the developed 
countries have successfully been brought an-
alytical framework using digital methods. 
Social network analysis (SNA), as the popular 
one used in research, has been widely used by 
social science experts to study social struc-
tures and networks since 1920s (Zhang, 2010). 
Freeman (2004) also added that in social sci-
ence, the structural approach that is based on 
the study of interaction among social actors is 
called SNA. Preceding works of Wetherell, et. 
al. (1994) defines broadly social network anal-
ysis as, 

‘(1) to conceptualise social structure 
as a network with ties connecting 
members and channelling resourc-
es, (2) to focus on the characteristics 
of ties rather than on the character-
istics of the individual members, and 
(3) to view communities as ‘personal 
communities’, that is, as networks of 
individual relations that people fos-
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ter, maintain, and use in the course of 
their daily lives.’ (p. 645).

This definition depicts specific objectives 
why SNA works for research in some academ-
ic fields. In addition to that, the actors in so-
cial networks can be persons, organizations, 
or groups, and may be used on different levels 
ranging from individuals, web pages, families, 
small groups, to large organization parties, and 
even nations (Zhang, 2010). The overall aim is 
to see connections and interactions among 
actors in a group rather than perceive human 
behavior or any interactions individually or 
separately. Although some scholars, in fact, 
have found SNA as part of academic works to 
analyze data since a long time ago, the Inter-
net development leads this analysis method to 
be more advanced, harnessing digital technol-
ogy to support data gathering to which some-
times we called it as ‘big data’. With the help 
of technology and software innovation, a large 
amount of data can be stored in a database 
that could be accessed using a computer pro-
gramming language such as Structured Query 
Language (SQL) (Welles, 2015). Data collection 
could be gathered from server-side records 
software, which provides complete records 
user interaction and action originated from 
Twitter, Facebook, or other social medias. It is 
therefore the social media plays a central role 
nowadays to be a supporting feature in data 
collection from which social media analysis 
for scientific research are also developed.  

Social media users are also increasing as 
basic needs to interact and gain updated in-
formation. The contemporary social media 
can be understood in terms of a ‘platform 
paradigm’ (Burgess, 2014) in which all kinds 
of communications is being mediated via plat-
forms like Facebook and Twitter, and those 
platforms show communication that can also 
be monetized and analyzed (Bruns & Burgess, 
2016). Using API through web-crawling and 
data tracing, data can be collected and analy-
ses on human interactions and behaviors can 
be done. Social media analysis, in short, aims 
to explore how occurring social interaction 
data can be mined and to understand the dy-
namics of self-organizing system, information 
diffusion, and social influence (Burgess, 2016), 
especially for research purposes. If this ana-

lytic goes deeper, SNA arguably plays a role to 
continue this analysis process.  

Furthermore, content analysis, text analy-
sis, and video analysis are also some emerging 
research analysis means in social science in 
the developed countries. It shows a variety of 
analysis that can be undertaken utilizing tech-
nology and for some parts should also be sup-
ported by the use of innovative software. For 
instance, content analysis and text analysis in 
which data gathered from interviews or group 
discussions can be extracted via Nvivo soft-
ware, a coding-based quantitative and qualita-
tive software that can scrutinize a series of text 
documents resulting from FGDs or interview 
transcripts. The result could show tendencies 
on what topics are in favor amidst discussions 
and analyze the process of discussions. Such 
software could also help draw project or con-
ceptual map, illustrating how people think 
based on collected interview or group discus-
sion transcripts. However, content analysis 
could also help analyze the data from what 
appears on the Internet. Many contents in 
various media platforms, such as social media, 
digital news, and official websites, can be ex-
amined, showing greater activities using tech-
nology and how people actively interact with 
each other to be the object of analysis. Accord-
ing to Krippendorff (2004), content analysis 
has always straddled the line between quanti-
tative and qualitative methods, meaning that 
it sometimes uses for both purposes in digital 
research. Other scholars, like Hesse-Biber & 
Leavy (2008), define content analysis as a fa-
miliar approach for such large-scale endeav-
or, translating the Internet situation in which 
the focus was on the content of individual 
messages. Any individual messages spread on 
the Internet can be further examined, and re-
searchers have also been analyzing the content 
of other media to explore technology use, such 
as video recordings or documentaries. 

Still, in data analysis activities, the emerg-
ing of technology nowadays can produce in-
novative and creative products such as videos 
that can be the research part. From that, anal-
ysis on the content of certain videos can be 
translated into valuable findings for research. 
In social science research, video analysis often 
refers to digital ethnographic activities. Kno-
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blauch & Schnettler (2012) argues that video 
analysis – the sequential analysis of interac-
tional video data – requires methodological 
rigor along with a deep foundation in ethno-
graphic fieldwork. It means that video analysis 
needs support evidence from fieldwork expe-
riences to feel the actual condition to inter-
pret the video. During the analysis, similar to 
other analysis processes, the use of Computer 
Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software 
(CAQDAS) has become standard practice in 
qualitative analysis using a video as one of the 
resources. CAQDAS functions to aid research-
ers and present video transcripts (Roock, et. 
al., 2016). Here again, the use of technology 
is used to develop such useful software like 
CAQDAS and contribute to developing digital 
methods by conducting video analysis for un-
derpinning research findings and results.

The aforementioned activities exemplify 
the advent of digital methods in social science 
research in data collection and analysis. In so 
doing, DRM development in social science re-
search can be concluded as follows,

Table 2. Digital research method purposes and 
implementations

Methods Purposes Implemen-
tation

Software/ 
tools used

Online 
interviews

To collect 
in-depth 
information 
usually from 
individual 
informant. 
Sometimes 
informants 
need privacy, 
so they 
prefer to be 
interviewed 
online.

Replacing 
face-to-face 
interviews 
by online 
utilizing 
supported 
digital 
platform 
software. 

Zoom, 
Skype, 
Google Meet, 
Whatsapp 
Calls, etc.

Online 
focus group 
discussions

To collect 
in-depth 
information 
from some 
informants 
relevant to 
the topic.

Replacing 
face-to-
face group 
discussions 
by online 
utilizing 
digital 
platform 
software.

Zoom, 
Skype, 
Google Meet, 
Microsoft 
Teams, etc.

Web-
crawling and 
data tracing

To undertake 
copy data 
activities 
from 
websites and 
organize the 
data into 
particular 
formats 
and to map 
information 
flow and 
social 
interaction 
on the Web.

Tracing data 
from various 
sources and 
methods 
such as 
utilizing 
Scraping 
software, 
API, custom 
applications 
and 
computer 
scripts, 
online text 
corpuses, 
partnership 
with 
companies 
like 
Facebook, 
Twitter, and/
or Microsoft.

Scraper, 
DeepVisual, 
Webhose.io, 
ParseHub, 
Octoparse, 
Getleft, etc.

Web-
survey and 
question-
naire

To undertake 
copy data 
activities 
from 
websites and 
organize the 
data into 
particular 
formats 
and to map 
information 
flow and 
social 
interaction 
on the Web. 

Designing 
a series of 
questions 
that 
should be 
answers by 
respondents. 
The 
questions 
could be 
open-ended, 
close-ended, 
or multiple 
choices.

Scraper, 
DeepVisual, 
Webhose.io, 
ParseHub, 
Octoparse, 
Getleft, etc.

Social 
network 
analysis

To see the 
connections 
and 
interactions 
among 
actors in a 
group rather 
than perceive 
a human 
behavior 
or any 
interactions 
individually.

Collecting 
data from 
server-side 
records 
software, 
which 
provide 
complete 
records user 
interaction 
and action 
originated 
from social 
medias, and 
analyzing 
it using 
software 
to see the 
nodes that 
depict actors’ 
interactions

Gephi, 
Netlytics, 
Centrifuge, 
R, NodeXL, 
etc.

Social media 
analysis

To explore 
how 
occurring 
social 
interaction 
data can be 
mined and to 
understand 
the dynamics 
of self-
organizing 
system, 
information 
diffusion, 
and social 
influence. 
SNA can 
potentially 
continue 
this analysis 
process.

Collecting 
and 
analyzing 
data on 
human 
interactions 
and 
behaviors 
from social 
medias by 
harnessing 
software and 
pogramming

Hotsuite, 
Snaplytics, 
HubSpot, 
Sprout 
Social, 
Google 
Analytics, 
etc.
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Content and 
text analysis

To analyze 
contents 
appeared on 
the Internet 
or social 
media, and 
to analyze 
text derived 
from 
in-depth 
interviews, 
group 
discussions, 
or any 
interactions.

Processing 
data 
gathered 
from the 
Internet 
or from 
discussions 
and 
interview, 
interpreting 
it utilizing 
software 
(e.g.: in 
Nvivo, 
the data is 
processed 
by coding 
method) 
to obtain 
findings.

Nvivo, 
Netlytics, 
MAXQDA, 
Atlas.ti., 
RQDA, etc.

Video 
analysis

To analyze 
certain 
conditions 
from 
interactional 
video data.

Gathering 
videos 
related to 
the topics 
or capturing 
videos while 
conducting 
fieldworks, 
extracting 
video 
transcripts 
utilizing 
supporting 
software, and 
interpreting 
the videos to 
understand 
the real 
condition on 
the ground.

CAQDAS, 
Google Video 
Intelligence, 
Nvivo, 
MAXQDA, 
etc.

Sources: compiled by authors

DRM has been slowly adopted in develop-
ing countries. The growth of internet utiliza-
tion (seen from social media and e-commerce) 
in developing countries seems higher than in 
developed countries but has not been followed 
by the growth of social research through In-
ternet. DRM is mostly undertaken in devel-
oping countries over ethnographic research 
which is less popular can be implemented 
beyond the area studies of anthropology and 
culture (Suarez, 2018). Digital ethnography 
focuses on how the digital arena has become 
part of the material sensory and social worlds 
as the source of analysis. Digital ethnography 
harnesses digital features and has become a re-
search strategy to grasp digital culture (Suarez, 
2018). However, by utilizing digital technology 
for ethnographic research, some shortcomings 
are also considered. Online ethnography is 
considerably multifaceted, multiple, and mul-
timodal (Rybas & Gajjala, 2007). These charac-
teristics could be a challenge for researchers 
who need to produce a lot of notes to analyze 

virtual interactions and reflect on how these 
interactions reconfigure their research activi-
ties. To that point, it can be seen that digital 
method usage in social science research in 
the developing countries remain lacking and 
limited. If any, the use of digital method for 
understanding interactions may be used in 
ethnography research, which is used to iden-
tify interactions in social media or any other 
sources that appeared on the Internet. The use 
of supporting software to collect and analyze 
data is left unexplored. Besides, most litera-
tures about DRM application and conceptu-
alization are from the developed countries’ 
perspectives. Thus, this article tries to fulfil 
the gap by exploring digital research practices 
from the developing countries perspectives.

FINDINGS 

Positioning DRM as an alternative should be 
underpinned by findings and rationales that 
show relevance in social and humanities re-
search activities. This part demonstrates com-
prehensive explanations of digital research 
methods and why they can be an alternative, 
primarily during the COVID-19 global pan-
demic situation. Strengths and limitations are 
also shown as findings while looking up DRM 
to be an alternative research method in Indo-
nesia.

Digital Research Method as an Alternative

Researchers have globally employed a con-
temporary approach to undertake social and 
humanities studies. Field study is the most 
popular in contemporary research implemen-
tation, which is appropriate to reveal social 
phenomenon, identify the pattern of social 
interaction, recognize language or cultural el-
ements, and investigate cause-and-effect anal-
ysis (Ezzy, 2013). There are three instruments 
in contemporary approach which have been 
ultimately utilized for primary data collection, 
such as survey, in-depth interview and focus 
group discussion (FGD) (Weber, 2017). How-
ever, conducting these methods generally re-
quires a physical meeting between researchers 
and targeted informants to build chemistry 
between them, leading to a natural conver-
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sation (Kendall, 2018). The strategy helps to 
identify the gesture and mimics as part of the 
information in the observation process. 

In the meantime, the COVID-19 global 
pandemic has surged since 2020 which pre-
vents researchers to conduct research and 
academic activities due to safety reasons. The 
situation has been disrupting various research 
activities such as data collection, experiments, 
workshop, dissemination, and conferences, 
followed by diverse responses such as delay, 
reschedule, and cancellation (Myers et al., 
2020). Nonetheless, the situation encourag-
es the researcher to adapt to the restriction 
to travel and gather due to research activities 
that should be continued over uncertain con-
ditions (when the pandemic is over). Regulat-
ing people mobility has directly constrained 
the data collection process, which is ultimate 
for social and humanities researchers, particu-
larly human interaction as the primary source 
of data analysis. Digital research seems to have 
an opportunity to be employed as an alterna-
tive method to collect data during the pan-
demic since it does not require physical meet-
ing (between researchers and research object), 
which is convenient to the spirit controlling 
COVID-19 infection.  

The development of technology innova-
tion, such as cloud computing, artificial in-
telligence (AI), Big Data, mobile technologies 
and Internet of things (IoT) generates a bigger 
opportunity to explore another side phenom-
enon in social and humanities studies, espe-
cially social life in the digital world which may 
be difficult to investigate through contempo-
rary research approach (Dutton, 2013). In oth-
er words, an advancing technology improves 
the flow of information and the cycle of in-
formation, which have been more rapid and 
access to the information. These situations 
potentially create a conducive environment to 
digitally undertake social and humanities re-
search, particularly shaping recent issues and 
a new stream of research.

Concept of Digital Research Method 
(DRM) is a research approach that utilizes In-
ternet and technology to obtain data, process 
and manipulate data, and analyze data (Bailey 
et al., 2015; Levenberg et al., 2018; Snee et al., 

2016). Information technology helps research-
ers conduct data collection like contemporary 
research without face-to-face (physical) meet-
ing. (Duca & Metzler, 2019; Snee et al., 2016). 
Through some exercises and experiments 
during the workshop in 2020 when the pan-
demic was started, we identify four elements 
of DRM in the context of social and human-
ities research, such as Digital Data, Digital 
software for data collection, digital software 
for data manipulation or data processing, and 
the digital software for data analysis (see Fig-
ure 1). Utilizing digital data in research gen-
erally employs all DRM elements, which can 
be called fully digital research from retrieving 
data until analyzing digital demands for digi-
tal software (Howard, 2016; Jones, 1999; Lev-
enberg et al., 2018). 

Figure 1. Digital Research Method

Source: Authors

In the context of the COVID-19 global 
pandemic, DRM can be used to substitute a 
contemporary approach which is barely un-
dertaken like in normal situation (Rifai, et al., 
2020). Contrasting between the contemporary 
approach, DRM has several strengths that are 
conveniently conducted during the pandemic, 
particularly with almost zero contact between 
researchers and the research’s objects leading 
to a low risk of infection by COVID-19 since 
most of the meeting are delivered online (Fig-
ure 2). Icons in the first line represent the con-
ventional research approach, while icons in 
the second line exhibit DRM. Thanks to tech-
nology, real-time communication, or conver-
sations to gather primary data collection (for 
instance, in-depth interview and focus group 
discussion or FGD) can be done using online 
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meeting platform (such as Zoom Meeting, 
Google Meet, Microsoft Team) or video call 
over online communication apps (Whatsapp, 
Line call, FaceTime). Based on our observation 
to DRM workshop’s participants, we found 
communication apps are more appropriate to 
be conducted in rural areas (sub-urban) and 
for keypersons with limited capacity on liter-
acy technology. The instruments seem appro-
priate to undertake in-depth interview since 
these tools are more personal instead of group 
communication. While video conference ap-
plications are suitable to implement formal 
meeting or FGD due to better quality of video 
and sound and ability to accommodate great-
er participants. Utilizing the instruments re-
quires monthly subscriptions, sufficient band-
width and stable internet connection, and 
compatibility of gadgets or computers to the 
software. Therefore, these instruments do not 
fit for all situations for data collection. 

Figure 2. The Strength of DRM over Contem-
porary Approach in the Context of Pandemic 

Covid-19

Source: Authors

While secondary data, which is dominant-
ly in the framework of big data, can be collect-
ed using digital software that does not require 
physical contact. In implementing DRM in the 
secondary data collection, researchers should 
not visit the institutions or company produc-
ing the data, either printed data or digital data 
(by copying the files). 

Furthermore, a simulation of transform-
ing the conventional approach into DRM may 
be seen in the following figure. Technology 
development basically helps to bridge contem-

porary research activities into more digitalized 
research activities. 

Figure 3. Transformation Contemporary Ap-
proach into Digital Research Method

  

Source: (Rifai, 2020)

It can be seen from Figure 3, how tech-
nology has transformed research activities in 
contemporary approach into DRM. In the left 
side, it describes field study research, while 
in the right hand, it illustrates DRM activi-
ties. For instance, collecting primary data has 
shifted from the physical meeting into the on-
line meeting, or direct observation has been 
replaced into digital observation over digital 
data. 

However, apart from the potential ad-
vantages of DRM implementation during 
COVID-19, researchers may need to aware of 
some crucial factors of DRM. First, to opera-
tionalize DRM, researchers should have suffi-
cient knowledge of the concept of DRM. This 
helps researchers to frame digital research 
context relevant to data availability, appropri-
ate research method, and ability to draw the 
meaning of data analysis. Second, having suf-
ficient software skills, particularly for the soft-
ware that requires computer language (such as 
coding or syntax). However, researchers can 
collaborate with a data scientist for data col-
lection and data analysis to address this issue. 
Third, research should comply with digital 
research ethics. Data protection of research’s 
objects must be fulfilled in regard to research 
ethics, for example never reveal obviously the 
identity of the research object and having con-
sent from the informants before undertaking 
data collection. Also, data protection includes 
how researcher documenting and storing the 
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data securely to prevent someone from utiliz-
ing the data beyond research objectives. The 
last, digital data only represent the situation 
in online life and should not be concluded as 
performing offline phenomenon. 

Figure 4. The Crucial elements of DRM’s Imple-
mentation

Source: Authors

DIGITAL RESEARCH METHOD: 
STRENGTHS

As an alternative, utilizing DRM in social and 
humanities research could contribute posi-
tively to the research process for data collec-
tion and data analysis. The outreach of DRM 
is arguably more considerable, unlimited, and 
timeless because of the broader arena provid-
ed and the advancement of technology that 
can be harnessed to gather data. 

Limiting contact with the research’s ob-
jects generates some advantages for schol-
ars. Since DRM does not require scholars to 
travel for data collection, particularly in the 
COVID-19 situation, this condition directly 
reduces the cost of research activities. Anoth-
er benefit for minimizing travelling activities 
is that the DRM is more efficient in time uti-
lization. For instance, while collecting prima-
ry data through face-to-face meetings, online 
interviews may replace earlier methods with 
technology support. Time efficiency and trav-
el costs reduction can be seen as a positive side 
from shifting the earlier method by utilizing 
digital technology through online interviews. 
Hampton (2017) also agreed that interviews 
conducted online could remove some costs 
of travel, coordination, and transcription of 
in-person interviews. Despite giving benefits 
to researchers, for some participants, inter-
viewing online can arguably offer a safe space 
to address sensitive issues (Illingworth, 2001; 
Orgad, 2005; McCoyd & Kerson, 2006) and 

include those who might find face-to-face 
interviews hard to fit into their lives (Madge 
& O’Connor, 2002; Nicholas, et. al., 2010). As 
trust established, online interactions often 
move offline (Session, 2010) and can inhibit 
the mutual interaction necessary for in-depth 
discussions (Hampton, 2017). This could bring 
benefits for follow-up information that might 
be needed in the research process.

In addition, limited mobility to conduct 
field study or real-time observations also gives 
consequences to time efficiency and travel 
cost reduction in research activities, and for 
some research, online observations could re-
place those activities. Conducting online ob-
servations shows research strengths utilizing 
the digital method in which the observations 
that are generally conducted in real-time 
could now be observed in a wider range of 
time, including earlier time. Boelstroff (2012) 
argued that although many researchers high-
light the importance of observations conduct-
ed in real-time, the unique characteristic of 
digital technologies allows them to gather and 
analyze data based on a review of interactions 
at an earlier time (Hampton, 2017). This can 
enrich the data collection, which cannot be 
done by a direct approach or contemporary 
approach in research, as mentioned earlier. 

Other strengths while operationalizing 
DRM for primary data collection are research 
logistics that are normally prepared for field-
works are minimized or even more, cancelled, 
and in-depth interviews, focus group discus-
sions, and surveys which are replaced online 
may contribute to risk reductions and as part 
of health assurance to make everyone involv-
ing in the research safe. No physical contacts 
and social distancing procedures during the 
pandemic situation suggest research activities 
be conducted online with little logistic prepa-
ration. 

Furthermore, in social and humanities 
research, collecting secondary data is of 
prominence. Utilizing DRM offers wider of 
the various data range, bigger outreach, and 
more extended historical data range (Blanke 
& Prescott, 2016; Ellingwood, 2016). The In-
ternet may facilitate researchers to get a mul-
tifaceted and wide range of data that can be 
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accessed anytime. With social media support 
such as Facebook and Twitter, social interac-
tions between people can also be recorded to 
observe the social significance and networks 
established. Researchers could also deter-
mine the range of period they are desiring 
to gain the data. From here, various analyses 
could also be undertaken, for instance, social 
network analysis or social media analysis, to 
support and provide novel findings. It is also 
noteworthy that due to the fast circulation of 
information, data collection done practicing 
DRM is considerably faster.

DIGITAL RESEARCH METHOD: 
LIMITATIONS

Despite some notable strengths identified 
while using DRM as an alternative in social 
and humanities research, researchers should 
also be aware that digital data have some lim-
itations, such as unstructured data and the 
tendency of general data derived (less specif-
ic). Thus, they require further efforts for data 
processing to meet the needs of the research’s 
objectives (Blanke & Prescott, 2016; Brooker et 
al., 2016). Researchers may also need to spend 
another time to check the validity of digital 
data (Blanke & Prescott, 2016; Hutchinson, 
2016).

Broadly, while deciding to use DRM, one 
of the biggest challenges is to ensure that dig-
ital infrastructures are well-maintained and 
have the capacity to crawl, transfer, proceed, 
and analyze the data. It is not uncommon that 
Internet access, especially in the developing 
countries, faces limitations, such as slow In-
ternet connection disrupting data collection 
or data analysis activities. Bandwidth prob-
lems also occur, giving an impact to the slow 
transfer of digital data. 

While using DRM, researchers could ac-
cess big data that are available online. The 
data can be found on Facebook, Instagram, 
and Twitter. However, the major problem is 
the digital divide that remains happening in 
the digital world. The global digital divide de-
scribes global disparities in terms of access to 
computing and information resources such 
as the Internet and the opportunities derived 

from such access (Ming-Te, 2001). The digital 
divide may happen globally, affecting the gap 
in data accessibility, such as in developed and 
developing countries, in remote areas, outer-
most islands, and underdeveloped areas. The 
digital divide, therefore, dramatically contrib-
utes to the reluctance of DRM implementa-
tion. Better Internet connection and band-
width will reduce terrible consequences while 
collecting and analyzing the data digitally. 

In addition, research ethics are also con-
cerned while conducting DRM in social and 
humanities research activities. Undertaking 
research needs to concern the rights and pri-
vacies of research subjects, especially while 
playing in the digital arena. Overwhelming 
data availability in the digital spaces some-
times leads researchers to overlook the es-
sence of privacies, primarily when they collect 
the data from social media. For instance, the 
phenomenon of data scraping utilizing API, at 
some point, helps researchers to gather data, 
but this activity may also lead to the violation 
of research ethics when it is conducted ille-
gally. In other forms of activities undertaking 
research digitally, such as online interviews or 
focus group discussions, researchers should 
also meet the research ethics principles, which 
are often neglected. Suarez informed that re-
searchers should ask the research objects for 
their consents and protect their identities 
when conducting research (Suarez, 2018). 

In online interviews and focus group 
discussions, which are normally done using 
a qualitative approach, another limitation 
is that direct interactions with informants 
sometimes remain crucial in social and hu-
manities research, particularly to see expres-
sions while posing many questions. On the 
other hand, in a quantitative approach, DRM 
harnessing web-survey or online survey may 
also face challenges and limitations. The fact 
is that many people are exhausted to fill out 
surveys with too long questions. As a result, 
many questionnaire respondents only com-
plete a half or less of the surveys. Thus, this 
gives a challenge for research accuracy when 
researchers attempt to collect data through 
online surveys.

Another limitation while executing DRM 
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in social research is the researchers’ skill set 
to operationalize that method. Implementing 
the digital method requires in-depth under-
standing both theoretically and practically. 
Researchers are also essential to grasp how 
to operate various software to underpin the 
research process and develop to some levels, 
digital analysis, computer, and Internet skills. 
Although Internet skills have been practiced 
since the 1980s, an enormous gap between 
users remains occurred. This large gap creates 
issues ranging from students, researchers to 
other users (Pirzada & Khan, 2013). Therefore, 
the use of the digital method for those who are 
under skilled in research software and have 
limited experiences in utilizing Internet facil-
ities could be more challenging and confined.  

It cannot be neglected that digital skills 
become more extensive and are considered 
important to do works, including research 
activities. For instance, understanding the 
syntax and the logic of programs and tools 
is prominent for research harnessing DRM. 
Practically, researchers are necessary to learn 
the basic syntax, semantic, structure, and style 
step-by-step. Researchers must have a skill set 
to do all consecutive processes, encompass-
ing designing the algorithm, translating the 
algorithm into program code and writing the 
program code with the correct syntax, at least 
at the basic level (Rahmat, et al., 2011). This 
process sounds complicated, but this is a fact 
that remains a challenge to be overcome for 
researchers if they would use DRM as an al-
ternative method and develop it in Indonesia. 

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

In placing DRM as an alternative method, 
some potentials and limitations have been 
discussed in the preceding chapter. This part 
concludes and discusses crucial aspects that 
should be concerned while positioning DRM 
as an alternative method and meeting aca-
demic standards. Some pivotal aspects are as 
follows.  

DRM application, in reality, should be 
highlighted by also seeing potentials and lim-
itations that have been mentioned earlier. 
According to the workshops conducted, re-

searchers remain unsure whether the digital 
tools and supporting software they use during 
research have been appropriate. Sometimes, 
the improper use of tools and software also 
happens, leading to potentially misleading 
answers for research questions. Sketchily, for 
instance, in applying focus group discussions 
and in-depth interviews, both digital and con-
temporary research method must grasp the 
functions of these data collection rituals and, 
if it is digitally conducted, what tools are ap-
propriate to support the process. More widely, 
the developed software for data collection and 
data analysis are also sometimes perplexing to 
be used by researchers. These remain a chal-
lenge for research activities employing DRM 
in Indonesia. 

However, by seeing the actual condition of 
DRM knowledge among researchers, it is note-
worthy to underline that some requirements 
need to be fulfilled while using DRM. Digital 
skills and other soft skills which are necessary 
for appropriately using DRM in research are 
pivotal as a foremost requirement. Follow-up 
workshops that offer detailed syllabus and in-
vite DRM experts are also needed to enhance 
researchers’ capacities and boost confidence 
to use this alternative method. Affiliated in-
stitutions should also facilitate broader data 
access by subscribing to essential platforms or 
software that could support data collections 
and analysis. More importantly, countries 
in collaboration with research institutions 
should provide a sufficient data research en-
vironment, so researchers are more desirable 
to conduct digital research and maximally use 
digital data to contribute useful findings.

To conclude, DRM is seen potential as 
an alternative method amidst the uncertain 
pandemic situation. It is also a sign of open 
opportunities to develop DRM in Indonesia, 
which remain lagging behind. However, some 
aspects are still pivotal to be improved in or-
der not only to be more advanced in science 
but also to guarantee the quality of knowledge 
itself.
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