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Introduction
The evolution of qualitative research is not just about adopting new tools or methodologies; it

has about how we, as researchers, make sense of the complexities of a rapidly changing world.
Every day, we come across challenging questions about social justice, the digital
transformation of our lives, and our ethical responsibilities to the communities we research.
This editorial reflects my own journey, grappling with these complexities and exploring how
our foundational principles of reflexivity and ethics are being reshaped by the digital age. What
does this all mean for us, as a community, trying to create research that truly matters?
Reflexivity in the Digital Age

Reflexivity has always been at the heart of qualitative research. It is about taking a step back
and thinking deeply about how our own presence influences the research process. These days,
though, I often find myself reflecting on what it means to be a researcher in digital spaces,
spaces where the rules are a little different and the dynamics between our participants and us
are mediated through screens. I think about Zoom, Twitter, or Instagram and the ways they
shape how we connect with participants. I often find myself wondering: What does it actually
mean to "be present" in a virtual space?

Let me share an example. A few months ago, I conducted some interviews over Zoom. It was
really quite different from being face-to-face. There is something about trying to pick up subtle
cues through a screen that makes you realize just how much of our connection is non-verbal. It
is all those small things, a smile, a nod, shared eye contact. [ remember one particular interview
where I had to be extra mindful of my tone and expression to ensure the participant felt heard.
It took deliberate effort to build that trust, unlike the more natural flow that comes with in-
person interactions (Salmon et al., 2021). Reflexivity, in this context, meant not just thinking
about my biases but also reflecting on how this digital medium was influencing everything, the
flow of conversation, the sense of connection, and even what my participant felt comfortable

sharing. Digital ethnography brings its own set of challenges. Social platforms are far from
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neutral; they have algorithms that decide what we see, what we do not, and even how
conversations unfold. These platforms are built with specific agendas and incentives, and as
researchers, we have to be mindful of how these factors subtly shape the stories we hear.
Reflexivity, then, is not just about examining our own biases; it about critically understands
the platforms we are using and how they may be affecting our insights (Varis, 2016).

Digital and Hybrid Methods: Expanding Boundaries

There is no denying that digital tools bring many exciting possibilities to our work, whether it
is using Al to analyze large datasets or tapping into social media for new forms of qualitative
data. However, I also approach these tools with a bit of caution. I often ask myself: How do we
make sure we are not losing the depth and richness that qualitative research is all about? There
is something incredibly powerful about sitting with the data, spending time with it, and
understanding the stories behind the numbers. I recall a recent project where I studied online
activism around environmental justice. I used a combination of Al-assisted analysis and
traditional coding, and I have to say, the Al was helpful in clustering conversations and spotting
emerging themes. Then came the human part, where I had to go beyond those clusters, take a
step back, and really listen. It was in those moments of careful listening that I understood the
emotions in those tweets, the solidarity, the anger, the hope. The technology helped, sure, but
it was my own engagement with the data that really brought the findings to life (Aguayo &
Eames, 2022).

Ethical Imperatives in Digital Qualitative Research

With the shift to digital research, our ethical considerations have also evolved. The line
between public and private is becoming increasingly blurred, especially in online spaces. For
instance, when we study social media, there is always the question: Is a public tweet fair game
for research? Sure, it is out there for anyone to see, but ethically, it feels a bit more complicated.
There is a person behind each post, a person who might not have expected that their words
could end up in an academic study (Markham & Buchanan, 2021). One approach that has been
helpful for me is thinking about consent as something ongoing, especially in digital research.
Instead of viewing it as a one-off event, I try to keep checking in with participants - making
sure they still feel comfortable with how their stories are being represented. In one particular
study, I remember a participant who reached out to me after an interview, concerned about how
some of their comments might be interpreted. We had a follow-up conversation, and I adjusted
my analysis accordingly. It was a reminder that ethical research is about respecting participants
not just during the data collection phase, but also throughout the entire process (Thompson &

Cupples, 2021).
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Conclusion
We are at a transformative moment as qualitative researchers. The core principles of reflexivity
and ethics are as relevant as ever, but they need to evolve as we step into these digital
environments. I truly believe that, as a community, we have the creativity and resilience to use
these new tools in ways that enhance our work - without losing the essence of what makes
qualitative research meaningful. Let us embrace the opportunities these digital tools offer, but
let us also keep our eyes on what really matters, our empathy, our commitment to depth, and
our passion for human stories. Let us keep questioning, keep reflecting, and use these tools to
deepen our understanding of the complexities of the lives we study, not just as data points, but
also as real, lived experiences.
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