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INTRODUCTION

The Use of Mobile Technology 
to Support Research

This chapter discusses the arrival of mobile 
technologies, types of digital research methods 
and issues in exploiting the capabilities of the 
technology. Practical suggestions for technical 
strategies and processes are made so that quali-
tative researchers may employ those for and in 
their research contexts. It is argued that mobile 

technologies need to be adopted and that their 
integration will require a rethinking and reshaping 
of social research and its practice.

New developments in Information and Com-
munication Technology (ICT) and their pervasive-
ness in contemporary culture constantly change 
the way people communicate and interact. This 
widespread availability and accessibility of ICT 
has implications for investigating and understand-
ing a technology-saturated society. Without a 
doubt, mobile technologies transform the way 
we do things including the way we do research.

Mobile technologies provide an eclectic as-
sortment of sources (text, audio, still images and 

Chapter  1.8

Ria Hanewald
The University of Melbourne, Australia

Using Mobile Technologies 
as Research Tools:

Pragmatics, Possibilities and Problems

ABSTRACT

This chapter describes the use of mobile technologies as research tools while discussing both the ben-
efits and limitations of this mode. It maps practical approaches to the management of a mobile, digital 
data collection process and its accompanying challenges, namely the potential and pitfalls in gathering, 
coding and archiving the research data. The use of mobile technology devices and the amalgamation 
of hardware, operating systems, networking and software to facilitate and support this process are dis-
cussed. The lessons learned from the technical aspects underpinning fieldwork for research purposes 
will assist others in maximizing the potential of mobile technology to support their research projects.

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-61350-101-6.ch108



131

Using Mobile Technologies as Research Tools

film clips, which enable new ways of creating, 
collecting, processing and analyzing material. 
Although this diverse combination adds richness 
to the research materials, it also highlights the 
need to integrate and blend the mixture properly. 
In consequence, in dealing with digital forms of 
data, researchers will need different skills, exper-
tise, resources and tools. Given that they are the 
growth platform of the future, it is imperative for 
evolving research practice to incorporate these new 
techniques into the existing research repertoire. 
Furthermore, the implications of multimedia for 
qualitative research in general and the impact of 
digital technologies on social research in particular 
will not only transform the way in which research 
is done but also the way in which research narra-
tives are constructed.

BACKGROUND

Definition of Key Terms

Prior to tackling the methodological, theoretical, 
technical and ethical aspects of dealing with digital 
technology as research tools, it seems appropriate 
to briefly clarify the terminology. New technolo-
gies, emerging technologies, digital technologies, 
mobile technology and portable technology are 
terms that are often used interchangeably to de-
scribe advanced technologies in recording and 
manipulating information and communication. 
In this chapter, Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) will be used as an umbrella term 
to refer to the use of computer-based information 
systems (i.e. PCs, servers, mainframes, networked 
storage) to convert, store, protect, process, transmit 
and retrieve information. Digital technology has 
the same functionalities but the associated devices 
(i.e. tape recorder, still cameras, camcorder) are 
not computer-bound. Their main advantage is the 
freedom of mobility, hence mobile technology is 
exactly that: technology that is portable. Thus, 
they are ideally suited for conducting fieldwork, 

yielding audio-recordings, photographs, video 
footage, graphics and so on. These digitally-
generated research materials can be integrated 
through the computer - together with traditional 
written interpretation – into hypermedia environ-
ments. Hypermedia meshes audio, video, text, 
graphics and hyperlinks to create an interactive, 
non-linear stream of information (for example the 
world wide web).

Qualitative and Quantitative 
Instruments

Technology can be used for and in research 
projects. Both quantitative and qualitative re-
search can be conducted with and through new 
technologies. The major research traditions (e.g. 
grounded theory practice, narratology, storytell-
ing, ethnography or shadowing) and their associ-
ated techniques (e.g. surveys, questionnaires and 
field notes, observations, interviews, focus group 
discussions, reflexive journals, drawn responses) 
all hold potential for the use of mobile technolo-
gies to do research more time and cost efficiently.

The Table 1 gives an overview of traditional 
instruments and their contemporary versions for 
each data collection technique.

Mobile devices such as digital voice recorders, 
PDAs (Personal Digital Assistants), still cameras, 
camcorders, hand-held scanners and digital pens 
open new ways for research practices due to their 
affordability, lightweight and user-friendly 
qualities. These hardware components are par-
ticularly helpful in the collection of data, captur-
ing rich materials that can be easily processed, 
stored and presented.

“The single most appealing advantage of the 
electronic method of data collection is the elimina-
tion of the tedious data entry process.” (Benfield 
and Szlemko, 2006:12)

ICT offer the capacity and potential for building 
new qualitative methods in the field of social re-
search. Computers and specific software are basic 
requirements for digital data storage or analysis, 
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