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Abstract. Crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic put heavy restrictions on researchers
who mainly follow a qualitative, ethnographic stance that typically relies on immersion in
the setting, bringing remote research into the spotlight. Inthis paper, we describe how we,
as qualitative researchers, responded to the crisis by comparing our experiences in
conducting remote interviews in two German contexts: 1) with employees from a video
game company during the summer of 2020 and 2) with several political and non-political
actors in a rural region during autumn 2020 to summer 2021. Drawing on these
experiences, we provide lessons learned for times when physical distancing is hecessary
but also beyond. While we faced some challenges and limitations, such as technical
difficulties and a lack of contextual insights on-site, we also found a more profound quality
in the absence of the regular interview setting. Thus, we advocate retaining some
procedures and alternative ways as future practice.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic brought numerous changes in people's private and work
lives, from lockdowns, contact bans, and travel restrictions to physical distancing
measures (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Wang & Tang, 2020) and also had a lasting
impact on aspects of academic life that rely on in-person contact, e.g., conference
visits, lectures, and our focus here, research activities. While there is a critical need
to consider and document individuals' experiences of the crisis from a qualitative



perspective (Teti et al., 2020), such studies face challenges compared to purely
quantitative large-scale investigations. Having to find alternatives to collect data,
many qualitative researchers relying on an ethnographic and face-to-face approach
to fieldwork turned to information and communications technology (ICT) to
conduct 'remote research' (e.g. Dupuis & Renaud, 2020; Roy & Uekusa, 2020).
From the era before and during the pandemic, two relevant lines of discourse have
unfolded, dealing with i.) pragmatisms and ethics of qualitative remote research
and 1i.) social aspects and technical affordances of virtual meetings. While we can
borrow from these insights, studies from pre-pandemic times did not consider the
crisis's new circumstances and potential lasting impacts (Vindrola-Padros et al.,
2020) since various domains experienced significant changes during the crisis,
leading to fragmented work and policy shifts that affected informal processes
(Waizenegger et al., 2020) as well as physical distancing and remote work impact
spatial and psycho-social factors.

With this in mind and as diverse populations increasingly use remote
communication technologies (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Brohi et al., 2020; Rahman
et al., 2020; Vaishya et al., 2020), it is essential to critically review qualitative
methods to adapt existing methodologies and develop new approaches without
physical co-presence in order to understand the long-term impacts of changing
research strategies and co-production relationships (Roy & Uekusa, 2020;
Vindrola-Padros et al., 2020). In this paper, we build on previous reports (Hensen
et al., 2021; MacLean et al., 2021; Simons, 2019; Vindrola-Padros et al., 2020;
Webber-Ritchey et al., 2021) and emphasize the need for innovative remote
research methods, sharing our experiences conducting remote interviews in two
German contexts during the pandemic (MacLean et al., 2021).

Related Work

Remote ethnography, or digital ethnography (Pink et al., 2015), has roots in World
War II when ethnographers conducted distant fieldwork due to mobility restrictions
(Postill, 2016) and employed various remote qualitative methods, including
telephone (Mealer & Jones RN, 2014), videoconferencing (Sedgwick & Spiers,
2009), and instant messaging interviews (Kaufmann & Peil, 2020), as well as co-
design (MacLeod et al., 2016). The pandemic intensified the focus on remote
research, particularly for qualitative studies (Dupuis & Renaud, 2020; Roy &
Uekusa, 2020), prompting the development of collective knowledge like Deborah
Lupton's (2020) "Doing Fieldwork in a Pandemic." From pre-pandemic and recent
studies, two main discourses emerge: first, remote fieldwork is not a mere "second
best" option (Postill, 2016, S. 68) but offers increased flexibility, practicality,
efficiency, and adaptiveness compared to face-to-face research (Buckle, 2021;
Dupuis & Renaud, 2020; Hensen et al., 2021). The term 'research pragmatism'
(Smaling, 1994) captures this idea, recognizing various factors influencing data



collection, including ethical considerations such as data privacy, security, and
informed consent (Hensen et al., 2021; Janghorban et al., 2014; Kaufmann & Peil,
2020; Staudacher & Kaiser-Grolimund, 2016). Second, we have to consider the
social aspects and affordances of virtual meetings: building trust and rapport is
more challenging for remote research than offline work (Hensen et al., 2021;
MacLean et al., 2021; Webber-Ritchey et al., 2021), particularly with unfamiliar
researchers (Lo lacono et al., 2016; Seitz, 2016), since spatial distance and lack of
face-to-face interactions can create insecurities (DeSanctis et al., 1999), and remote
research cannot fully replicate personal interactions or convey subtle body
language cues (McColl & Michelotti, 2019; Novick, 2008). However, these
challenges can be mitigated by repeating remarks, asking follow-up questions about
nonverbal communication, and observing facial expressions when webcams are
used (Lechuga, 2012; Seitz, 2016). Video interviews can offer authenticity
comparable to face-to-face conversations by providing access to verbal, nonverbal,
and social cues (Sullivan, 2012) while maintaining flexibility and privacy (Hanna,
2012). Even if physical contact information is still lacking (Podjed, 2021; Roy &
Uekusa, 2020), voice-only interviews can reduce emotional distress for sensitive
topics (Mealer & Jones RN, 2014; Sipes et al., 2019), and different interview
methods may not necessarily yield diverging results (Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004).

The shift towards remote approaches during crises like the pandemic
necessitates a further reflection on methodology (Hensen et al., 2021), as few
authors have discussed the challenges and practical issues faced in conducting this
type of research on time (Vindrola-Padros et al., 2020) and in terms of crisis
readiness. In pandemic times, this has become crucial as organizations have had to
rapidly adapt to remote work and ensure the well-being of their employees by
providing adequate infrastructure, changing work practices to respond to new work
and life conditions, and handling multiple and diverse interruptions at the
individual and organizational levels (Caldeira et al., 2022). We contribute to these
ongoing discussions, emphasizing the need to adapt remote ethnographic methods
to address the evolving landscape of qualitative research. Like many other
researchers, the pandemic has compromised our qualitative approach since it builds
on ethnographic and co-design approaches to fieldwork. Therefore, we utilized a
multiple-case-study approach (Yin, 2014) to present and compare insights from two
remote interview studies. In the following, we systematically share our experiences
(Ellis et al., 2011), offering valuable insights (Roy & Uekusa, 2020).

Research Context

Our first study in setting A occurred during the summer of 2020, between the first
and second waves of the pandemic in Germany. We conducted an interview study
collaborating with 20 employees from a medium-sized German video game
company from a larger city. Already accustomed to the organization, we reinitiated



our collaboration amid the pandemic. Our contact person forwarded our request to
a workforce and property management employee who played an integral role in
developing strategies to respond to the March 2020 COVID-19 outbreak. During
an informal talk in May of 2020 via MS Teams with this employee, we thus
received the first insights and, subsequently, started with the interview phase.

Regarding our sample, we strived for variety in terms of gender, background,
duration in the company, occupation, responsibility, relationship status, and living
conditions. We contacted employees we had worked with before, and the majority
responded positively to our request to participate voluntarily in our study (seven
overall). Our initial interviewees then suggested other interview partners. At the
time of our study, most participants were still in their home offices. The age of our
participants ranges from 25 to 52 years. Our sample consisted of eight female and
12 male employees and three couples. Initially, we shifted the interview study to a
virtual space, using remote interviews as the best practice. Since our research
partner already used Microsoft's business communication platform Teams and
relied more heavily on it during the crisis, we used it to conduct our interviews.
Familiar with the organizational context, two researchers conducted the (expert)
interviews: while one researcher was mainly responsible for guiding the interviews,
the other took protocols and occasionally asked questions. The interview length
ranged from approximately 45 minutes to two hours, with most of the interviews
lasting roughly 60 to 90 minutes. Our interview guidelines broadly covered the
home office situation before COVID-19, experiences during the ongoing pandemic,
and personal lessons learned for the future. Our questions involved the household
situation, productivity, technical solutions, maintenance of work tasks, remote
collaboration and virtual meetings, resilience, and time management. We recorded
the interviews with the feature in MS Teams, and our participants made these data
accessible to us.

We realized the second interview study in setting B with twelve participants as
part of a project that dealt with digital citizen participation to gather information
about a citizen wind farm's ongoing process and its possible citizen participation
measures. Our participants live in two rural, remote areas with less than 30.000
inhabitants. Compared to setting A, their age range of 24-84 was much broader.
Four were female, and six were male. The study occurred from October 2020 to
July 2021, and participation was voluntary. Our interview guidelines broadly
covered questions regarding political positions, civic participation experiences, and
media usage behavior. During this period, the fourth author conducted twelve
interviews. We recruited one politician (four overall) from each of the parties
represented in the council in the region by personally approaching them via
telephone and e-mail without previous personal contact. For this, we collected
contact details from a council information system. In this way, we also contacted
NGO participants (two overall), whose contact details we took from the
organizations' respective websites. We initially recruited citizens (two overall)



through a participatory design workshop offline in pre-pandemic times in early
2020 and through personal networks. Due to the pandemic, we conducted one-on-
one interviews via Zoom. For analysis purposes, we only used the extracted audio
tracks. The interview length ranged from approximately 40 minutes to two hours,
with most of the interviews lasting roughly 60 to 90 minutes.

Experiences

Matters of Space

In our study, participants were forthcoming, and we observed no reluctance to
disclose their experiences and opinions; this was true for both new and already
familiar participants in setting A and B. In setting A, the discussion topics were
wide-ranging, including personal sentiments about the pandemic, household
situations, homeschooling, mental health problems, resilience strategies, coping
with stress, and work-life balance. Several participants took advantage of lockdown
time to reflect on their living situations, while others were comfortable debating
serious topics or criticizing conservative work processes. We observed the same in
setting B: participants were forthcoming, showed no reluctance to answer the actual
questions related to the project, and opened up regarding their sentiments about the
pandemic; e.g., a 62-year-old politician expressed dissatisfaction with how the
public sector dealt with digitalization matters during the crisis, pointing out that
especially data protection measures are restrictive.

Justified by the abovementioned indications, we established rapport quickly in
a virtual meeting room. The 'shared' crisis created a joint degree of rapport and
influenced the conversations' topics, and we found that the locality played an
important role. We observed three different kinds of 'spaces:' i.) the private space;
ii.) the shared office space with the possibility of colleagues being present in the
same room; and iii.) (quasi-)isolated rooms within the office (e.g., dedicated,
reserved meeting rooms or offices where no co-workers were present). We had
never been confronted with this kind of complexity before since we usually had
face-to-face interviews, which took place in our participants' executive rooms,
homes, or at the university. Various personal factors and preferences thus influence
questions of space: we felt it made a difference in how much the researchers opened
up about their concerns and elicited a similar level of understanding from our
participants when they worked from their home offices rather than in their
relatively anonymous (shared) office buildings. At the same time, some participants
felt more comfortable giving interviews at the office because they are calmer than
in their home situation. This aspect was also observable regarding the use of
webcams of the participants situated at home when we could also look into people's
homes (and vice versa) which was beneficial in building a feeling of authenticity.



In setting A, some participants willingly allowed such insights (e.g., showing us
their pets or game-related goods) as a way of self-presentation. Others hesitated to
give a more extensive glimpse into private spaces because of the spatial and
especially family situation and decided to blur their background. In setting B, only
one participant used a virtual background; all other participants used neutral
backgrounds. A distinction that became particularly apparent is related to the
visibility of the recording process since the devices are less visible in remote
interviews, encouraging participants to open and share more freely. This finding is
consistent with previous research showing that technology-mediated
communication can positively impact communication and social interaction
(Walther & Parks, 2002). In particular, reduced visibility can help create a more
relaxed and informal atmosphere: when participants feel safe, they are more likely
to speak freely without fear of negative consequences or judgment (Edmondson,
2018). However, this can also have potential drawbacks since participants are less
aware of the recording process, leading to discomfort or distrust. Additionally,
reduced visibility can make it more difficult for researchers to ensure the quality of
the data, as they cannot observe nonverbal cues as closely.

Technical Affinity and Challenges

Our findings indicate that, from a technical standpoint, age and occupational
background did not significantly impact the success of our remote meetings in both
settings. The participants' affinity and expertise with technology in the video game
company setting enabled us to conduct our meetings seamlessly, with remote
meetings being a common practice. Similarly, in setting B, we encountered a few
problems setting up the interview situations, and there was no significant difference
between age and occupational groups. Our study shows that older participants with
varying experience levels, such as an 84-year-old who received a smartphone and
laptop from his grandchildren before the pandemic, could quickly adapt to
technology-mediated communication. This finding supports that age alone cannot
be used to generalize knowledge of technology-mediated communication (e.g.
Vines et al., 2015). However, participants with more experience and expertise in
using technology were better suited to adapt to remote communication tools.
Despite the participants' technical expertise, our study uncovered several
technology-related challenges: in some cases, sporadic connectivity losses and
other technical difficulties disrupted the interview flow. In one interview in setting
A, the participant's computer crashed, so it had to be rebooted, resulting in a delay.
While recording interviews via MS Teams was a convenient way to receive audio
files for transcriptions, technical challenges required a laborious workaround and
extra work from our participants to provide us with the audio. These technical
issues occurred because our university's data center was blocking access to the



audio files on MS Teams after the interview, which meant that participants had to
upload the files to the company server and provide us with a download link.

We found that using webcams during interviews had several benefits regarding
technical equipment since this created a more personal and convenient experience,
which helped establish trust and provided additional talking points. However, some
participants did not have webcams available. We conducted all non-webcam
interviews with already familiar participants except for one. While the lead of user
research analysis believed less in the relevance of webcams for everyday business
communication, he acknowledged that video conferencing could facilitate better
communication for sensitive topics such as annual performance reviews (Sipes et
al., 2019).

Flexibility, Efficacy, and Control

Our research experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic differed significantly
from our previous studies in organizational settings, particularly in setting A.
Offline research in the pre-pandemic period required on-site visits on dedicated
days, which led to a lack of flexibility and canceled appointments. The crisis
brought the benefit of flexibility in home office situations, allowing participants to
integrate research requests into their schedules more efficiently. In setting B, we
found that a remote approach increased the willingness of politicians and
administrative officials to participate, shortening the time required to schedule
interviews from several weeks to just a few days, allowing us to conduct more
efficient research and overcome limitations in terms of geographic location and
infrastructure. In addition, a calmer, more efficient, and flexible atmosphere at
home also applied to us as researchers: traveling to the company has previously
been a burden, and our remote study thus paid back regarding our time resources.
In setting A, as a result, the interview process provided an efficiency previously
unknown to us, with % of the interviews conducted within just a month, whereas,
before the pandemic, we could only visit the company twice a month over a quarter-
year and collect seven interviews within that time. We observed this also in setting
B since the areas are rural and difficult to reach in terms of infrastructure. Using
remote interviews, we overcame these limitations, and in setting A, e.g., they also
relieved the company's responsibility to accommodate us and prevented our
attendance from disturbing business processes.

In setting A, we used MS Teams for the interviews, which had several
advantages: participants scheduled and initiated the meetings, provided the
recording, and gave us download links. This approach gave them control over the
interview and increased trust. The use of corporate means also offered benefits in
terms of security, as the software was already trusted and utilized in everyday
business activities. In setting B, we used Zoom, and participants received
invitations after arranging the appointment. After a technical check, our



participants saved and confirmed the recording, which increased control and trust.
Overall, the situation offered more flexibility than on-site or telephone interviews.

Lessons Learned and Conclusion

Analyzing the pandemic’s dynamics and deriving lessons learned from a crisis is
crucial for unlocking the potential for long-lasting collective learning processes
(Egner et al., 2015). We think that qualitative research is essential to understand a
crisis' social implications (Tetietal.,2020) via 'rapid research' (Hensenetal.,2021;
Vindrola-Padros etal., 2020), which means it could be considered "unethical not to
carry out the studies during the pandemic" (Vindrola-Padros et al., 2020, S. 2197).
We are confident that putting our request to our participants in both settings after
the first lockdown phase was acceptable (Buckle, 2021), although such decisions
depend on the research settings. Concerning our setting A, the video game industry
can be considered one of the 'winners' in the pandemic from a strictly economic
perspective (Nicola et al., 2020), compared to more sensitive fields such as
medicine and health care (Buckle, 2021; Hensen et al., 2021), or markets
confronted with existential concerns (Buckle, 2021; Roy & Uekusa, 2020). In
addition, and this is equally crucial, we had the impression that "the interviews were
a therapeutic process, where (the participants) could freely narrate their experiences
to an external party and feel that their voice was heard" (Vindrola-Padros et al.,
2020, S. 2197). Our sentiments were that sharing their experiences during a
persistent crisis brought emotional support to our participants; representing
ourselves as equally affected by the pandemic aided bonding.

Our gained experiences leave us self-critical that, although reflectiveness and
openness are essential prerequisites for a researcher mentality, we hardly
questioned the fundamentals and practices of our research processes before the
pandemic. Our experiences during the crisis showed us that research could be
conducted more practically post-pandemic, supported by increased options because
of more manageable and additional access to the research field, offering greater
flexibility and efficiency (e.g. Buckle, 2021). Furthermore, we anticipate that we
can include more participants from various backgrounds in remote research
practices in future studies, which can benefit all parties involved, especially
regarding time and cost savings. The fact thata broad audience appropriated video
chat services during the pandemic (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Brohi et al., 2020;
Rahman et al., 2020; Vaishyaet al., 2020) supports this shift. With our experiences,
we also feel that we built future competencies regarding 'crisis readiness' (Caldeira
et al., 2022) since we can now rely on a set of online and offline methods applied
to meet the fluid context conditions within an ongoing crisis (Gruber et al., 2020).

Despite that, future research should investigate the ecological impacts of remote
research. While we saved resources by not traveling to the company's office, we
should not underestimate the environmental 'rebound effects' of, e.g., CO2



emissions created by increased use of digital streaming (Baumer & Silberman,
2011; Freire-Gonzélez & Vivanco, 2020). Furthermore, our previously gained
familiarity with the field proved beneficial in gaining access to participants and
understanding the context; subtle sentiments researchers pick up when visiting an
enterprise (Podjed, 2021; Roy & Uekusa, 2020) to conduct interviews on-site were
lost with our remote approach so that relying solely on a digital approach in a post-
COVID future seems myopic. Instead, organizational researchers will probably be
confronted with more reciprocity of contexts and convergence; this will undeniably
be the case with a sustained shift to hybrid work settings (Felstead & Reuschke,
2021), bringing new complexities, especially regarding the three 'spaces' we
sketched, but also opportunities for ethnographic research to generate unique
insights and facing challenges in terms of a multi-sided ethnography (Akemu &
Abdelnour, 2020). Thus, remote ethnography can complement face-to-face
research and vice versa (Podjed, 2021).

Most participants were at home and using their cameras, so we looked inside the
people's homes (and the other way around). From an ethnographic perspective, this
raises ethical considerations regarding data privacy, unintended disclosure of
information, and further analysis of the data material. Moreover, having a stable
internet connection (Sedgwick & Spiers, 2009) and the necessary equipment
(Hensen et al., 2021) is the first prerequisite for participants to attend a remotely
conducted study. From an ethical standpoint, this matter is essential as empowering
the marginalized and vulnerable is crucial for qualitative (remote) research,
especially during a crisis (Roy & Uekusa, 2020). Nonetheless, there are also
chances that participants can be acquired more easily remotely (Akemu &
Abdelnour, 2020; Barratt & Maddox, 2016; Brown et al., 2021; Dodds & Hess,
2020; MacLean et al., 2021; Teti et al., 2020; Webber-Ritchey et al., 2021).

Building trust and rapport is essential in qualitative research to obtain significant
insights (Mealer & Jones RN, 2014; Webber-Ritcheyet al., 2021), and despite the
challenges of remote research, we established rapport quickly, and participants
were willing to discuss sensitive topics. Our participants also suggested additional
interview partners, and some volunteered for future interviews. Our shared
experience of working from home and concerns about the pandemic likely
contributed to the trustful relationship (Brooks et al., 2020; Dey et al., 2021;
MacLean et al., 2021; Vindrola-Padros et al., 2020) since we created an intimate
and enriching atmosphere for both parties (Munhall, 2007; Webber-Ritchey et al.,
2021) by showing empathy and disclosing our sentiments. As technology was the
enabler to realize such interactions in times of physical distancing and allowing
spatial flexibility, we can derive some implications from a socio-technical side:
with remote techniques such as telephone interviews lacking the possibility to
express 'nonverbal cues' (Buckle, 2021; Roy & Uekusa, 2020; Webber-Ritchey et
al., 2021), webcams, though not a substitute, at least proved to be a step forward
(e.g. Janghorban et al., 2014). Thus, while videoconferencing tools usually cannot



adequately replicate personal interactions and cannot convey the subtle notions of
body language (e.g., McColl & Michelotti, 2019), they gave us a different access
mode: we found that providing all parties involved with more flexibility regarding
their location, depending on their affordances and preferences, evoked a more
relaxed and less 'intimidating' appeal to the interviews. Ergo, we theorize that even
if physical access decreased, access to participants' inner thoughts and opinions
could improve if their spatial situation, such as their home, reflects a familiar and
trusting environment — which can be challenging in pandemic times (Buckle, 2021).
This aspect is even more true regarding a reduction of visibility of the researcher
on-site since this can provide unique opportunities for more introverted individuals
to participate. In this context, we subjectively felt that the virtual approach created
a more egalitarian interview situation: the 'classic' interview situation potentially
evokes a power imbalance (Velardo & Elliott, 2021) compared to aremote situation
in which all attendees see each other in equally sized frames on a screen. Overall,
we can thus back claims that remote research should not be regarded as inferior to
offline research (Postill, 2016) but rather as a complementary option.

Furthermore, running virtual interview sessions requires careful consideration
regarding the choice of applications since each platform must be checked for
modality, availability, and security, as showed our experiences with different video
systems. In this context, putting the interviewees in control of the process and using
familiar software (Gefen, 2000) was arguably the most powerful feature, as it
facilitated trust. Future research should address data privacy and security matters,
not only from an ethical but also from a technical side (Grandinetti, 2021; Hensen
et al., 2021; Mealer & Jones RN, 2014), regarding the different services and
technologies. During our study, we experienced technical drawbacks (Dupuis &
Renaud, 2020), and flexibility helped us navigate critical situations. Regarding
technical aspects, future research could dive deeper into the potentials of, e.g.,
video-calling spaces (Song et al., 2021) or virtual reality, which could provide
exciting features (Bennett, 2020) and the purpose of anonymity (Barratt & Maddox,
2016; Hensen et al., 2021). More work is also needed to compare the complexities
and contingencies of diverse research contexts.

Furthermore, our research activities covered solely individual interviews, a
format that arguably offered the lowest threshold compared to other remote
approaches used during the pandemic, e.g., interactive systems for remote
ethnography (Ju et al., 2021) or digital ethnography of the internet's sphere
(Goralska, 2020). Our focus also excludes remote approaches to co-design (De
Bleecker et al., 2018). Nevertheless, the general shift to a virtual space provided
valuable lessons learned for researching in times of crisis and proved to be a catalyst
for positive change for a post-pandemic era, respectively the 'new normal.'
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