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Insights
Methods for conducting virtual fieldwork - now is the time to
reexamine and experiment

At the Leading House for  the Lat in
American Region,  one of  our  most
important  tasks  is  funding researchers
so that  they can t ravel  and conduct
f ie ldwork .  With t ravel  restr ict ions and
closed archives ,  the pandemic brought
a lot  of  t radit ional  research to a  halt .
The real i ty ,  though,  is  that  researchers
should be prepared to conduct
f ie ldwork in  t imes of  cr is is  of  any form:
be i t  pandemics ,  natural  d isasters ,
pol i t ica l  upheavals ,  etc .  We should a lso
be reconsider ing what  type of  t ravel  i s
necessary .  Our  current  pr ior i ty  at  the
Leading House is  help ing researchers
move forward with thei r  work .

Remote pract ices  have existed for  a
long t ime.  I  f ind the poss ib i l i t ies  of
combining d ig i ta l  and analog tools  to
promote human-centred innovat ion
and discovery very exc it ing .  Cultura l
probes are  an excel lent  example of  th is
and Br i t ish  professors  such as  Helen
Kara and Wil l iam Gaver  have
interest ing suggest ions for  creat ive
remote research.

Surpr is ingly ,  sometimes people share
and learn more when part ic ipat ing in
remote-method,  open-ended,  hands-
on ass ignments  than they would in
tradit ional  ethnographic  exchange.  At
present ,  we have academics  conduct ing
interv iews over  WhatsApp or  ask ing
part ic ipants  to  share through journal
entr ies .   Some  researchers  have sent   a  

toolk i t  with "homework"  act iv i t ies  for
the respondents ,  such as  wr i t ing a
poem, tak ing a  photo,  making v ideos of
thei r  surroundings ,  or  even bui ld ing
something together .  P layfulness  inv ites
int imacy.

I  learned of  one researcher  who,  when
unable to v is i t  an indigenous basket
archive,  instead learned f i rsthand,  over
a  ser ies  of  v ideo cal ls  with the
community ,  how to weave baskets
himself ,  col lect ing valuable  ora l
h istor ies  in  the process .  

There are  a lso a  plethora of  d ig i ta l
non-tradit ional  secondary sources to
turn to ,  l ike  chatrooms and forums.  As
sc ient ists ,  we need to mainta in our
r igorous academic standards ,  but  i t  i s
worthwhi le  to  reconsider  how we use
pr imary and secondary data .  V i r tual  i s
not  a  subst i tute for  in-person
meet ings ,  but  i t  can be a  powerful
enhancement for  Socia l  Sc ience
research.  Hopeful ly ,  in  the future ,  we
wi l l  have the luxury to do both.
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