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Abstract 
In the digital society, the traditional methods of social research for the study of so-
ciety have been accompanied by innovative methodological proposals: digital and 
digitized methods , which are now applied to many themes. In 2020 the most de-
bated topic was certainly the one concerning the Covid-19 pandemic; a “total social 
fact” of which not only the medical aspects have been analyzed, a substantial scien-
tific production, indeed, has concerned the impacts that the pandemic itself and the 
measures that governments have taken to resist it has had on society. Starting from 
these considerations, the aim of this work is to offer an overview of the topics ana-
lyzed and the research methods used to investigate this disruptive event in academ-
ic research concerning the social sciences - and in particular that which focused on 
the Italian case - during the last year. To map the state of the art, consolidate the 
heterogeneous corpus of knowledge, and investigate the different methodological 
approaches used (tradition/digital/digitized) a methodological approach was ap-
plied based on a systematic review of the literature conducted with the PRISMA 
method and carried out with a third type content analysis. 
 
Keywords: Covid-19, Digital/digitized methods, Sistematic Literature Review, 
SLR, Big data. 
 
 
1. Introduction: new way to study the society. 

In the contemporary society, data are constantly produced as direct and indirect 
effects of human activities. Self-tracking with wearable devices, social media post-
ing, mobile phone interactions, are only an example of data produced every day by 
billions of people. This “data deluge” (Halford et al., 2013) is commonly known as 
“Big data” (Kitchin, 2014). It is possible to categorize big data in different ways 
(Kitchin, 2014; Elias, 2012) but it is known that the biggest part is produced in dig-
ital ambient (Lupton,2015). For this reason, digital data are becoming significant 
sources for managing crises (e.g., tool of social media monitoring) but also to study 
phenomena that regard the society. For researchers now it is possible to obtain a 
large amount of information that previously was inaccessible. Due to Big data, it is 
possible to carry out “non-intrusive” investigations in “natural” contexts, avoiding 
distortion linked to the researcher/interviewer/observer’s presence (Mahrt – Schar-
kow, 2013). Social scientists usually use digital media data (Rice, 1990) but now it 
is possible to obtain tons of data from multiple tool that retrieved information from 
different web sources like scraping; application programming interface (API); pro-
grams and websites designed to collect trace data and custom applications and 
computer scripts (Hampton, 2017). It is important to point out that data are not only 
“big” but also “new”. Rogers (2013), indeed, distinguishes from “digitized data” 
and “native digital data”. The first refers to objects that already existed in analogic 
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form and that was then digitized (e.g., films, documents, books, etc.), while native 
digital objects are made from user activity on the web. New and big data not only 
requires increased computational power but also new analysis’ techniques in addi-
tion to traditional techniques. Rogers (2013), in this regard, distinguishes between 
digital methods and digitized methods. Digital methods are an ensemble of strategy 
and research approaches that use data retrieved from digital environments to study 
socio-cultural phenomena and changes (Rogers, 2009, Caliandro and Gandini, 
2016); while “digitized methods” are traditional social research tools adapted to the 
web (Rogers, 2009). Both methods have strengths and weaknesses (Hampton, 
2017) but allows researchers to retrieve knowledge from new and big data. What is 
still under discussion is the extent of these data and the generalizability of them re-
sults, for example is not clear if the study of the twitter data can help researchers to 
understand the dynamics that characterize the social network Twitter, or the dy-
namics of Twitter in-social-life (Marres, 2012). Furthermore, using new and big 
data or new methods can be difficult for several reasons. First of all, the accessibili-
ty to all data is not guaranteed, for example, due to the growing trend towards 
“proprietary closure” (Manovich, 2012) is difficult to access to data produced by 
digital infrastructures. Companies have access to large data sets, while researchers 
can obtain part of these. Secondly is not always easy for social scientists to collect, 
store and analyze massive quantities of data. For this reason, Lupton (2015) - as 
many others - highlights the importance for the new generation of social scientists 
to improve technical background and to work in interdisciplinary groups. Finally, 
resistance regarding the “ontological” level could hinder the use of digital data. 
Another typical challenge associated with high-volume, diverse datasets is whether 
synthesis of data streams can be translated into actionable knowledge. The concept 
of translating “big data to knowledge” is important to the social sciences in several 
respects, big data is now being used in a variety of fields: from economics to 
science and politics. Governments all over the world, for example, could use big 
data to monitor and manage their territories through Event Detection algorithms 
(Mellin and Berndtsson, 2009). This kind of algorithm is becoming increasingly 
popular in the context of Smart cities (Borges et al., 2017) and especially in emer-
gency management (Pohl et al., 2012). An important example of this kind of uses 
can be seen in the data collection from tweets during natural disasters such as 
Sandy (Wang et al., 2015). In addition to the purely managerial side, big data can 
be used as knowledge source to better understand the socio-economic dynamics 
and phenomena that arise from emergencies. This general shift to data-intensive 
science will exert an influence on all scientific disciplines, but particularly on the 
social sciences given the wealth of behavior and related constructs captured by big 
data sources. Starting from the consideration of the covid-19 pandemic as an ex-
ogenous shock similar to a natural disaster the aim of this study is highlight, in the 
first place, the different kinds of research conducted in social sciences field regard-
ing Covid-19. Moreover, given the challenging period and the importance of “so-
cial distance” between people and the “lockdown” restrictions carried on most of 
the research was conducted online. So, from a methodological point of view, it is 
interesting to understand in which way online research was carried out. Have digi-
tized methods or digital methods been used? Have the new data sources been ex-
ploited? Besides providing an idea of the current level of implementation of digital 
methods and the use of big data in the current social research, answering these 
questions will allow us to understand, from a practical point of view, how we could 
consider constantly monitoring the evolution of socio-economic phenomena during 
emergencies and whether the tools currently used can be defined as effective. 
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The study is organized as follows. First, an overview of the diffusion of Sars-
cov2 in Italy. Then, the methodology based on the Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic review and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA, Moher et al., 2009) model is pre-
sented. In the following sections, the results of the analysis are reported and dis-
cussed by identifying: 1) the main themes discussed in social research; 2) the use of 
digitized, digital, or traditional methods in empirical research during the pandemic; 
3) the level of exploitation of big data in empirical social research. Finally, impli-
cations, conclusion and limitations of the work are debated. 

 
 

2. Defining the issue. Covid-19 pandemic: the Italian case 
 

A total social fact according to Marcel Mauss (2002) is something capable of 
influencing and determining a set of phenomena involving most of the functioning 
mechanisms of the reference community. The total social fact, thus, would allow 
the interpretation of apparently distant and different “pieces” of the same society. 
Today, the coronavirus performs the same function. Social norms, inequalities, cul-
ture and political polarization are the main things (but not the only) that have been 
affected and influenced, even in a radical way. In particular, Italy represents a case 
of interest as it is one of the first countries to register one of the highest numbers of 
infected in the world and it is also among the first to respond positively to the pan-
demic trying to implement measures to counter the spread of the virus, or at least to 
limit it as much as possible. On January 31st, 2020, a state of health emergency 
was declared due to the new coronavirus epidemic. The decision was made imme-
diately after the WHO declared a public health emergency of international concern. 
The first two Covid-19 cases were confirmed in Italy in February 2020, and, by the 
end of the month, the virus had spread over northern regions of the country. On 
February 23rd, the Government issued a decree aimed at preventing and combating 
further transmission of the virus but during March, the toll of new cases and deaths 
kept surging, rapidly over- taking the numbers registered in China and making Italy 
the hardest-hit country in Europe and one of the epicenters of the global pandemic. 
The rules decided by the government to counter the spread of the virus initially in-
cluded the total schools’ closure, restrictions on people’s mobility and the obliga-
tion for people not to leave their home for a month; while for the commercial activ-
ities two weeks of suspension, but then an extension of the measures was deemed 
necessary restrictive (Briscese et al, 2020). Until March 21st, 2020, the number of 
cases is multiplied, reaching the peak with a very steep curve. Then, from March 
21st to May 3rd, in 43 days, the curve decreased slowly. On May 4th the second 
phase began with the opening of some kind of activities and with the possibility for 
citizens to freely move according to safety conditions. Since May 18th, the number 
of infected people has continued to decline and the government has ordered the 
reopening of most activities and the possibility, for the people, to move between 
regions and in Schengen countries. Sadly, the perhaps hasty reopening that in-
volved the country, mostly in order to support a gradual revival of the economy se-
verely affected by the period of forced lockdown, has exposed Italy to the severe 
consequences - still in progress - of a second wave with bigger numbers of infected 
than the first one. The 4th  of November, in fact, due to the increasing number of in-
fections, following a new decree of Italian Prime minister the country has been di-
vided into three areas (e.g. red, orange and yellow) according to risk profiles that 
take into account the evolution of the epidemic with weekly updates. The classifi-
cation system according to the risk scenario of each Region in “red”, “orange” and 
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“yellow” leads to specific restrictive measures according to the color. The red is the 
most serious, followed by the orange and then the yellow. So, due to Covid-19 
lockdown, our lives, by now, were projected in the network, that, according to 
Boccia Artieri (2015), has become “a place of the society”. Job, education, shop-
ping and other different activities, in this period, have been transferred to the digi-
tal world, representing a turning point for social research. Hence, this event, from a 
social researcher perspective can be seen as an opportunity to exploit the advantag-
es related to big data and computational techniques related to the digital world. Ac-
cording to Pitrelli (2017) automated methods of information extraction, analysis of 
social networks applied to the Internet, use of computational models to understand 
how individuals interact with each other, augmented reality, geospatial analyses 
have gained an increasingly significant space in multiple fields of application, 
therefore becomes interesting to understand how much these advances have been 
exploited in social research. 

 
 

3. Methodology 
 

In order to provide an overview of the covered topics and the adopted methods 
and sources to investigate the phenomena - directly and indirectly linked to the 
COVID-19 pandemic and its restrictive measures - a systematic literature review 
based on content analysis is performed. The review presents two main objectives: 
1) identify the main topics studied; 2) analyze the use of digital data and techniques 
for empirical research in social science. 

The systematic literature review has been carried out during a temporal range 
that goes from November to December 2020 by two researchers from two Italian 
universities - the University of Naples “Federico II” and the University of Salerno - 
according to PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Me-
ta-Analysis) methodology (Moher et al., 2009). Moreover, thanks to a well-defined 
process in four steps, PRISMA ensures a strict review plan, offering methodologi-
cal accuracy, transparency, and the possibility to easily replicate the research 
(Tranfield et al., 2003). PRISMA comprises four steps ˗ identification, screening, 
eligibility, and inclusion ˗ to perform the SLR (Moher et al., 2009), as described 
below and in Figure 1. 

 
 

3.1 Data collection 
 

During the first step, known as the identification phase, to properly cover the is-
sue Scopus and Web of Science (WOS) database have been used for the paper re-
search according to their extensiveness and relevance in social sciences. To obtain 
the most relevant literature in databases, the choice of keywords fell on “co-
vid*19”, “coronavirus”, “Italy” and “Italian”. The keywords have been connected 
with the Boolean operator “AND” and “OR”. Thus, the following search string has 
been defined: ((“coronavirus” OR “covid*19”) AND (“Italy” OR “Italian”)). The 
search produced 4,482 articles. To complete this step, after entering the search 
strings, inclusion and exclusion criteria were set to obtain the relevant literature in 
the chosen databases.  
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As shown in Table 1, works published between 2020 and 20211 were selected 
because this period indicates the arise and developing of Covid-19 emergence in 
Italy. 

  
Table 1. The process of data collection 

 
Database Keywords Records 

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY ((“coronavirus” OR “covid*19”) AND 
(“Italian” OR”Italy”)) 
 

3,304 

WOS TOPIC ((“coronavirus” OR “covid*19”) AND (“Italian” 
OR”Italy”)) 
 

1,178 

Legend: ABS= Abstract; KEY = Keywords 
 

Regarding the type of document, as reported in Table 2, reviews, editorial book 
chapters and working papers were excluded, while articles published in interna-
tional and national peer-reviewed journals, conference papers and “in press” papers 
(in English or Italian languages) belonging to a specific research fields were in-
cluded in the analysis. Thus, the related research areas that belong to the research 
domain of social science were considered for both databases, excluding disciplines 
as neuroscience, pharmacology, and medicine. It is important to highlight that a 
minimum number of citations were not included because of the novelty of the topic 
under study.  
 

Table 2. Inclusion criteria 

Criteria Description 
Document 
type 

International and national peer-reviewed journal articles; conference paper; in press 
articles 

Language English or Italian 
Research 
Domain 

Social Science 

Research 
Areas 

For Scopus: Anthropology; Area Studies; Psychology; Behavioral Sciences; Physiol-
ogy; Demography; Sociology; International Relations; Environmental Sciences Ecol-
ogy; Development Studies; Family Studies; Communication; Social Work; Business 
Economics; Social Issues; Education Educational Research; Women Apos S Studies; 
Women S Studies; Ethnic Studies; Film Radio Television; Linguistics; Geography; 
Cultural Studies; Urban Studies; Sport Sciences; Social Sciences; Other Topics 
For WOS: Film Radio Television; Public Environmental Occupational Health; Geo-
graphy; Nutrition Dietetics; Psychology; Behavioral Sciences; Education Educational 
Research; Demography; Environmental Sciences Ecology; Sociology; Family Stu-
dies; Cultural Studies; Women Apos S Studies; International Relations; Social 
Sciences Other Topics; History; Social Issues; Public Administration; Criminology 
Penology; Business Economics; Ethnic Studies; Linguistics; Communication; Philos-
ophy; Anthropology; Women S Studies; Architecture; Telecommunications; Urban 
Studies; Area Studies 

Timeline 2020-2021 
 

As synthesized in Figure 1, in the step of identification 3,558 articles were deleted. 
323 of the 924 records from Scopus and WOS resulted duplicates and thereby were 
rejected. On this basis, 601 records were screened. Then, in the screening phase, 
based on the reading of 601 abstracts, 218 papers were deleted, because of their 
                                                            

1 2021 is the year of publication of some works included in the analysis. 
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low pertinence to research aims and review objectives. Thus, after the reading of 
the full texts of all 383 remaining articles, 164 publications were included in the 
review process because, dealing with the empirical investigation of social impact of 
covid-19, they contribute to answering the review questions. Moreover, according 
to Robinson and Lowe (2015), who recommended the inclusion of 10-50 papers for 
a SLR, the number of papers included seems to be widely acceptable. 
 

Figure 1. The assessment and selection of contributions: PRISMA flow diagram 

 

Source: Authors’ elaboration 
 
 
3.2. Data Analysis 

After the systematic definition of the sample, the data analysis took place 
through the third type content analysis technique. In explorative research, content 
analysis can be helpful to derive relevant knowledge from a large number of texts 
using both qualitative and quantitative approaches (Krippendorff, 2018). This tech-
nique, in fact, allows the extraction from textsin a non-automatized way, some con-
tent categories in order to reveal the focal points of the studies (Krippendorf, 
2004). According to Losito (1996, p.76) content analysis of the third type, also 
known as “inquiry”, is a procedure that the researcher can apply “to any type of 
message - verbal and non-verbal - using a semi-standardized or standardized analy-
sis sheet to record the states in which they occur certain properties in a set of suita-
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bly selected units of analysis”. In this kind of procedures, a questionnaire is used to 
analyze a movie, a discursive response of an interviewee, a story, an advertising 
image, or an article in a magazine instead of an individual (Rositi 1988, 73). In this 
work the unit of analysis is not a sample of individuals but scientific publications, 
indeed. So, the data collection took place thanks to the use of an analysis sheet in 
which the operational definitions and classification rules of the variables have been 
specified and made as explicit and exhaustive as possible, in order to allow other 
researchers to reach the same conclusions. The analysis sheet was divided in three 
sections: 1) general information about the article's characteristics such as number 
of citations, authors, year of publication, authors' affiliation etc.; 2) title, abstract 
and keywords; 3) variables detected in order to understand the methodological ori-
entation of the selected papers such as type of action to obtain information, type of 
technique used, type of data (e.g., digital/digitized) and number of observations. In 
particular, to address the first objective of this study the keywords have been used 
as proxy for the main themes of each article. On the other hand, for the second ob-
jective the methods, sources and dataset extent have been investigated.  
 
 
4. Results 
 
4.1.  Thematic analysis  
 

In order to address the first objective a network analysis through the analysis of 
co-occurrences of the articles’ keywords was carried out in order to identify specif-
ic themes or research areas starting from the associations established between the 
keywords present (López‐Fernández et al, 2016). The analysis of co-occurrences 
allows to understand how many times two or more keywords are simultaneously 
present within the analyzed texts.  

The results of the analysis of co-occurrences have been organized and displayed 
in a reticular form (see figure 2). Moreover, thanks to cluster analysis (modularity) 
algorithms, it has been possible to identify keywords groups, in the whole network, 
that should constitute the theoretical blocks or fundamental topics of the research 
field under examination (Manesh et al., 2020), regarding the online research that 
take into account the COVID-19 pandemic impacts23. To perform the analysis, 
VOSviewer (Van Eck and Waltman, 2017), developed at the Center for Scientific 
and Technological Studies of the University of Leiden, was used. It is an extremely 
useful software for mapping scientific literature (Van Eck and Waltman, 2009) 
which allowed first to code the text units and then to analyze the keywords of the 
sample selected in the previous research phases. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                            

2 Works that used classic techniques (8) are not included in this analysis.  
3 To better bring out the links between the issues, the Covid-19 node has been ousted. 
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Figure 2. Keywords’ network 

 
Source: Authors’ elaboration 
 
 

Table 3 describes the occurrence of the keywords identified for each cluster in 
the network analysis performed through VOSviewer.  

 
 

Table 3. Clusters’ keywords occurrence 
 
Cluster 1 (Red) Cluster 2 (Green) Cluster 3 (Blue) 

Keyword Occurrence Keyword Occurrence Keyword Occurrence 

communication 
campaign 

2 adaptation, 
phsycology 

2 behavior 
change 

2 

disinformation 2 Anxiety 6 distance 
learning 

2 

fake news 3 Coping 6 e-
learning 

3 

health commu-
nication 

2 Depression 20 sense of 
belonging 

3 

information 8 mental well-
being 

2 social 
relation 

14 

interpersonal 
communication 

3 phsycological 
resilience 

2 students 4 

mass media 4 Resilience 5 university 2 

social behavior 7 Stress 14 vaccine 
hesitancy 

3 

social media 16     
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Cluster 4 (Yellow) Cluster 5 (Purple) Cluster 6 (Light blue) 

Keyword Occurrence Keyword Occurrence Keyword Occurrence 

healthcare 
workers 

4 dietary 
intake 

2 commercial 
phenomena 

3 

infoveillance 2 eating 
habits 

7 consumer 
behavior 

2 

job satisfaction 2 family 3 public opi-
nion 

3 

loneliness 2 lifestyle 10 work expe-
rience 

2 

quality of life 5     

social network 2     

socioeconomics 2     

 
Cluster 7 (Orange) Cluster 8 (Brown) Cluster 9 (Pink) 

Keyword Occurrence Keyword Occurrence Keyword Occurrence 

access to 
information 

3 government 2 home con-
finement 

2 

crisis man-
agement 

2 lockdown 19 mobility 2 

education 7 tourism 2 social dis-
tancing 

2 

school 2     

 
In the first cluster “information and disinformation” (red), there are studies that 

focus on how during the Covid-19 pandemic, risk communication has often been 
ineffective, and how from this perspective “fake news” has found fertile ground, 
both as a cause and a consequence of its ineffectiveness (Moscadelli et al, 2020). 
Many scholars investigate, indeed, the role of information sources in influencing 
public opinion and the choice of the Italian people to trust and rely on institutions, 
accepting such necessary measures and sustain behavioral changes (Falcone and 
Sapienza, 2020; Graffigna et al, 2020). Therefore, considering the fact of being the 
first full-scale global pandemic of the digital age, Covid-19 has presented novel 
challenges to government, above all the spread of news and misinformation, and 
the trade-off between the accessibility of science and the premature public use of 
unproven medical interventions (Badell-Grau et al, 2020). 

The second cluster “psychological risk” (green) collects studies aimed at identi-
fying psychological changes (e.g., changes in depression, stress, and anxiety levels) 
(Roma et al, 2020; Germani et al, 2020, Lenzo et al, 2020) among the Italian public 
during the lockdown period, in addition to factors associated with these changes. 
According to some scholars (Cusinato et al, 2020), the novel coronavirus outbreak 
has forced parents and children to adopt significant changes in their daily routine, a 
big challenge for families with important implications for family stress. But also 
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emerging adults have manifested risks for their psychological adjustment showing 
concerns about their role as a possible asymptomatic carrier of Covid-19 as is poss-
ible to see in Lenzo et al (2020).  

In the third cluster “e-learning issue” (blue), it is possible to find works that 
analyze new challenges for university students (Capone et al, 2020; Procentese et 
al, 2020; Gaggi et al, 2020) examining the associations between mental health and 
academic stress or with other factors like self-efficacy, satisfaction for degree 
course, Covid-19 risk perception and so on. Conversely, other works address the 
role of individual resources and community dimensions into facing Covid-19-
related lockdowns and the changes that these have implied, always with reference 
to academic communities. Some studies investigate the most adopted technologies, 
didactic methodologies, as well as the impact on school’s population.  

The fourth cluster “pandemic consequences” (yellow) collects the studies that 
have focused on the analysis of how social network sites have been used during 
this lockdown period and how they influenced the quality of life both by allowing 
spreading of information and by allowing the maintenance of long-distance rela-
tionships. The surveys mostly concerned how the social networking sites have be-
came the prevailing information medium, where the main topics, during the lock-
down phase, have been discussed (De Santis et al, 2020). Some scholars have col-
lected information about the use of social network sites by the elderly, and about 
the impact on self-perceived loneliness and social commitment with family and 
friends (Rolandi et al, 2020).  

The fifth cluster “food issue” (purple) shows works that investigate how the 
confinement due to the Covid-19 pandemic influenced dietary profiles (Ruiz-Roso 
et al, 2020; Pellegrini et al, 2020), evaluating the changes in weight and dietary ha-
bits, especially those of adolescents, who are highly susceptible to acquiring bad 
eating habits.  

The studies in the sixth cluster “consumer behaviour” (light blue) contribute to 
the debate on consumer behaviour, evaluating impact of the coronavirus pandemic 
on the purchasing willingness, anxiety, trust, and concern of the Italian people 
(Aquilanti et al, 2020; Troise et al, 2020).  

The orange cluster “education management” looks at studies that analyse how 
schools, one of the most impacted services in Italy, dealt with lockdown and social 
distancing measures, highlighting how, during the planning of an uncertain future, 
the public institutions cannot just shut down but must increase their activities in 
this field (Iacuzzi et al, 2020).  

The eighth cluster “effect on tourism” (brown) presents the contributions that 
analyze the impact of lockdown measures introduced in response to the spread of 
novel coronavirus disease 2019 on socioeconomic conditions of Italian citizens, in 
particular in tourism sector (Aiello et al, 2020; Bonaccorsi et al, 2020). Some scho-
lars explore, indeed, the touristic intentions and the role of public finance that 
could sustain the demand of tourist services in hotels and B&B, which is lowering 
because of coronavirus.  

In the last cluster “impact of restrictions” (pink), there are studies relating to the 
ways through which mobility restrictions affected Italian citizens, and studies that 
looking into socioeconomic and institutional factors of urbanity and modernity that 
have significant effects on pandemic severity (Bonaccorsi et al, 2020; Rahman et 
al, 2020).  
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4.2. Analysis of methods, source, and dataset extension 
 

As previously seen, the new context in which researchers operate is characte-
rized by the possibility of using large datasets (e.g., big data) and digital/digitized 
data and methods which have been added to the traditional techniques. As seen in 
the previous paragraph, there are many ways in which the pandemic and its impact 
on individuals and the social system as a whole was studied. In this paragraph the 
analysis focuses on evaluating the extent to which the tools and data of the digital 
society have been used (Lupton, 2015). In order to address appropriately to the 
study’s research objectives, and, therefore, to evaluate both the type of techniques 
and the type of data analyzed, it was decided to combine the classification criterion 
just mentioned (e.g., relationship with the digital world) with another classification 
criterion of the techniques, that, as stated in Amaturo (2012), are divided according 
to the type of action taken to obtain the information. There are three types: interro-
gate; observe and read. In the first case the information is directly requested from 
the subjects involved (questionnaire, interviews, focus groups, etc.), in the second 
case the researcher can obtain information observing the interactions between sub-
jects (participant observation, periscope observation, etc.). Finally, in the third 
case, the products of the actions, that can be read and analyzed (statistical sources, 
documentary analyzes), are taken into consideration. 

As Table 4 shows, the classification of the strategies for the information collec-
tion shows a clear prevalence of the “questioning” category (71%) followed by the 
“reading” category (28%) and the “observing” category (<1%), that as the data 
show, except one time, it has never been used. It is important to highlight that in a 
small percentage of contributes (7%) more than one strategy for data collection has 
been used. 

 
Table 4. Type of action taken to obtain the information. 

 
Type n % % of article 

questioning 125 71 76 

reading 50 28 30 
observing 

1 < 1 < 1 

  176 100   
 

Regarding the kind of techniques, as reported in Table 5, within the “question-
ing” category there is a clear prevalence of the use of digitized techniques. In par-
ticular, the online focus group was used just once, the online interview twice and 
the online questionnaire in all remaining cases. In general, the online questionnaire 
has been used in the 70% of the analysed works. No digital techniques were de-
tected for the collection of information through observation, while the traditional 
techniques are detected eight times and mostly correspond to “face to face” and 
“telephone” questionnaires. In general, classic techniques are present only in the 
5% of articles. 
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Table 5. Type of technique in questioning category 

Classic  Digitized Digital 

type n type N   

face to face question-
naire     

5 (3%) online question-
naire  

114 (70%) 
  

Telephone questionnai-
re 

3 (2%) online  
focus group  

1 (<1%) 
  

    interview 2 (1%)   
 
 

Concerning the “reading” category (see Table 6), a good use of digital native 
data is detected. In fifty times in which “reading” occurred as adopted technique to 
retrieve information, 31 times digital native data were taken into account, while 19 
times digitized data mostly coming from classical statistical sources (e.g., Istat, 
ministries, world bank, etc.). It is important to highlight, referring to digital data, 
that 15 times over 31 the digital data were “read” thanks to native digital tech-
niques (e.g., Google Trends, or Youtube analytics) while in the remaining 15 the 
data were extracted from the web, and mainly from social platforms such as Face-
book and Twitter, thanks to scraping tools. 
 

Table 6. Type of data in “reading category” 

 
Digitized data Digital Data 

 
direct undirect 

19 (12%) 16 (10%) 15 (9%) 
 

 
Regarding the “observation” category, the technique used is an online one and it 

is the netnography. Thus, overall, it can be possible to observe that in the works 
analysed so far there is a clear prevalence of the use of digitized techniques (117) 
instead of digital ones (16) while as relating to the used sources, these are mostly 
digital (32) than digitized. 

With reference to the big data issue, as can be seen from the table 7, most of the 
works (90%) is based on datasets containing a maximum of one thousand observa-
tions, only 1% of the works, indeed, is based on datasets that contain more than one 
million “lines”. Therefore, most of the contributes drew its conclusions on informa-
tion contained in matrixes with a not excessive number of rows. A large amount of 
data similar to what in the literature is defined as “big data” maybe has been 
processed by those works that involved digital methods such as Google Trends, but 
from those works it was possible only to identify the time range of observation and 
the number of keywords used, not the precise number of data analyzed. In the end 
it can be possible to assert that most of the works has not used large data sets. 
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Table 7.  Number of observations used 

  N. % % cumul 

1-100 20 14 14 

101-500 35 25 39 

501-1000 49 34 73 

1 K -10 K 25 18 91 

10 K - 100 K 9 6 97 

100 K -1000 K 3 2 98 

> 1000 K 2 1 100 

  143 100   

 

5. Discussion and research agenda 

The SLR highlighted what are the different fields of society on which the Co-
vid-19 pandemic impacted and how the social research investigated these pheno-
mena and their consequences. Covid-19 pandemic, in fact, affected countries and 
people all over the world – and in particular Italy - in all their core activities, above 
all relational, economical, and educative. The content analysis performed suggested 
a series of theoretical-conceptual results through both the keywords’ co-occurrence 
analysis (see Figure 2 and Table 3) and the collected data on research methods 
used. From the thematic analysis, nine clusters in which social research has been 
most focused could be identified. These clusters deal with different themes such as 
communication flows and fake news; pandemic’s psychological effects and 
changes in the population; the impact on the educational world; social media both 
as the main discussion forum about pandemic-related topics and as a social infra-
structure; lifestyle changes during lockdown (e.g., eating habits); consumer beha-
vior, the role of institutions during the pandemic and the socio-economic effects 
this has had on the population. Considering these clusters as a starting point, four 
macro-areas had been derived then (see Figure 3): 1) information and communica-
tion area; 2) psychological and behavioural area; 3) economical-institutional area; 
4) educational area. 

As seen from the thematic analysis, many topics were analyzed using online 
survey as one of the main methods of study. The analysis of the techniques and 
tools showed that a substantial amount of these works used one of the classic tools 
of social research in his online version: the questionnaire. On one hand, this is a 
confirmation of its usefulness and flexibility, on the other hand, it is possible to 
identify at least two critical elements related to the use of this tool for online re-
search. In the first place the type of information collected by the questionnaire - the 
main tool of standard social research - is already established upstream, deleting the 
possibility of identifying emerging or, however, not taken into consideration as-
pects of an analyzed phenomenon. Studies conducted on Twitter, for example, al-
low the researcher to broadly explore the semantic field of a given phenomenon. In 
second place, more generally, the default use of the questionnaire for online re-
search precludes the possibility of exploiting the potential of the web, such as the 
possibility of studying subjects’ behavior by collecting traces of their activities. 
Notwithstanding that the questionnaire is not an outdated or useless tool, because it 
often allows to obtain detailed information on a given phenomenon. However, it 
seems clear that in some cases it became possible to obtain information on a phe-
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nomenon without resorting to intrusive techniques such as the questionnaire, but 
simply collecting data from the traces left by subjects during their activities on the 
web.  

 
Figure 3. Clusters grouped into four macro-areas 

 

 
This process would also allow the collection of a more consistent amount of da-

ta, while, as seen in the sample of articles analyzed, most of the works presented 
fairly limited datasets. Clearly big does not mean necessarily better, considering 
that one of the limitations of big data is related to the fact that their use does not 
allow any form of generalization, however it should be emphasized that also results 
deriving from data collected through an online questionnaire cannot allow any ge-
neralization. Large datasets are not the only potential that web research offers, for 
example the online experiment, as demonstrated in research, can be a successfully 
tool to study some phenomena. Combining different strategies for detecting infor-
mation, indeed, could also be useful, as widely emphasized in the research that use 
mixed methods. In the study, just 7% of articles analyzed used multiple tools and 
sources. From the results of the analysis emerges that most research were con-
ducted through the web and social networks, but considering the period, this was 
an expected result. An interesting result to discuss is the fact that between “digital” 
and “digitized” research there has been a strong propensity for the second type, tak-
ing into the account the fact that the analysis’ results are certainly partial, since 
many papers that will be published shortly not have been considered. It can also be 
assumed that what emerged from the analysis is due to the fact that research con-
ducted with digital tools needs more time to be concluded. On the other hand, it 
should be emphasized that, considering the unpredictability of the phenomenon, the 
importance of setting up research in a short time has led the research groups to ap-
ply and use known and well-tested tools. From this point of view, although used, 
the “digital” tools would not yet be part of the standard instrumentation of the re-
search groups, not solely due to theoretical resistances towards digital but for the 
costs that the implementation of these particular ways of doing research might 
have. The new “degree”, “masters” and “Ph.D” courses have trained social scien-
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tists with remarkable technical skills, but like any other human enterprise (Lakatos, 
1970) it can be difficult, at the moment, to implement new research procedures 
within groups. So, beyond the theoretical questions, doing deeply research on digi-
tal big data requires new expertise and it has a cost both in an economical terms 
and time. Cost that not every research group can or want to sustain.  

Thus, both the thematic analysis and the analysis of the techniques and tools of 
the social research literature that focuses on Covid-19 pandemic led to the identifi-
cation of some gaps and future research directions. 
 
Research direction 1: Computational fact-checking 
Being the first full-scale global pandemic of the digital age, Covid-19 has pre-
sented novel challenges to governments such as the spread of news and misinfor-
mation. The review shed light on the necessity of accurate information to avoid the 
spread of misinformation. Thus, the future research should focus on developing 
mechanisms of computational fact-checking for identifying the fake news topics 
that can arise during times of crisis, such as the Covid-19 pandemic. In a period of 
uncertainty and almost constantly changing news, in fact, fact-checking provides a 
service by clarifying the assessment of a claim and also delivering context and 
background information. 
 
Research direction 2: Increase of multi- and inter-disciplinarity 
The social research on Sars-Cov-2 through big data is dynamic and has developed 
along fragmented disciplinary lines. In particular, the review, through the analysis 
of existing works, has shown a need of interconnections among different fields of 
knowledge (Emani, Cullot & Nicolle, 2015), for better manage the topic by looking 
at the totality of the phenomenon.   
 
Research direction 3: Increase use of geo-located data 
Big data analytics definitely lead to valuable knowledge in many domains. The 
disaster management, for example, could benefit from it as there are many real-
time information, which is available from official and non-official sources (e.g., 
wireless sensor networks, Internet-based systems, etc.). Thus, through the review 
emerges the need for more studies that investigate the potential of geo-tagged data 
in the disaster management (Chen et al., 2016; Chatfield and Brajawidagda, 2013). 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Theoretical and Practical Implications  
 

This paper provides a synthesis of the current conceptual and empirical litera-
ture on the disruptive phenomenon of Covid-19 pandemic in Italy. A first theoreti-
cal contribution of this study pertains to the identification of the current state of the 
art of the Covid-19 related topics, and the way these issues have been investigated 
by social scientists. Another implication of the review lies in the harmonisation of 
the existing knowledge in four macro-areas that underlines which are the main 
stressed topics in literature. Then, drawing the attention to one unique and valuable 
source like big data is, this paper tries to demonstrate the opportunities that they 
provide to social scientists, highlighting how these data and methods can be used to 
benefit social science research. However, the final conceptual contribution of the 
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paper rests in the identification of specific gaps in the Covid-19 pandemic literature 
that led to the description of three directions for future research in social sciences.  

Regarding the practical implications, this study can contribute to a general un-
derstanding of the phenomenon for policymakers who wants to address better fu-
ture emergencies, especially suggesting through the future research directions, 
what kind of methodologies should put in practise to avoid mistakes. For example, 
the review identified a major concern relates to Covid-19 pandemic into misinfor-
mation that can have drastic health care consequences, particularly the misinforma-
tion surrounding vaccines, is a significant obstacle in overcoming Covid-19 (Carri-
eri et al., 2019). So, an important role for public health organizations and govern-
ments in providing accessible online information and refutation of misinformation 
is highlighted. The presentation of accurate information is a moral imperative for 
scientists, public health authorities, and governments to safeguard the truth and 
maintain an accessible discourse with the public opinion to limit fear and to safe-
guard public safety. Therefore, in line with the future research directions high-
lighted above, policymakers should invest more in the development and integration 
of digited methods to exploit most of the cognitive power of big data in every as-
pect: from quality public information to disaster management and clearly to social 
research. 
 
Limitations and Further Research 
 

Despite the value of the findings presented here, the paper has some limitations. 
First, the results of this work, as mentioned before, need to be updated with works 
that will be published in the near future and it will be interesting to understand if 
the trend highlighted in this article could radically changes or not. Furthermore, as 
soon as a more consistent amount of works will be reached, it will be equally inter-
esting to understand the ways in which the different areas within the social sciences 
approach to digital methods and big data and what kind of orientation will emerge. 
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