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Abstract—This study examined how COVID-19 has
accelerated the digital transformation of research
administration at the State Islamic University of Syarif
Hidayatullah (UIN Jakarta). A mixed-method embedded
approach was used in this study, with data obtained from a web-
based survey and also focus group discussions (FGDs). The
survey involved 137 grant recipients from UIN Jakarta. The
FGDs included eight research administrators from the Center
of Research and Publication (Puslitpen) UIN Jakarta, who six of
them are also the researchers for this report. The data revealed:
1) COVID-19 has accelerated the use of digital technology in
research administration 2) 67.9 percent of grant recipients
stated that it was easy to use the national integrated research
management system for Islamic Higher Education (Litapdimas
app), but there are still some issues that need to be improved; 3)
94.4 percent of the grant recipients found that the online service
provided by the center was very helpful and they suggested to
continue its use. As COVID-19 is a worldwide issue, these
findings are also useful for other research administration offices
to learn how different forms of digital technology can improve
the delivery of research administration services.

Keywords—digital technology, ICT, research administration,
COVID-19, higher education

I. INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 epidemic was first identified in Wuhan,
China, in December 2019 [1]-[4]; but cases are now on a
global scale, and more and more people have become infected
with the virus, while a vaccine has not yet been found [5]-
[7]. The World Health Organization (WHO) declared a
pandemic situation in March 2020 [8]-[10]. Governments in
multiple countries have implemented non-pharmaceutical
strategies to minimize the rate of virus transmission so that
health systems are not overwhelmed [11]-[13]. Common
policies introduced include social distancing, quarantine,
travel bans, closure of non-essential public facilities,
including the closure of educational establishments.

The closing of a school or university campus does not
imply that there is no activity happening; the process of
teaching and learning continues as usual, as does research. In
Indonesia, faculty members at higher education institutions
have three duties to fulfill, which is called Tri Dharma,
namely: teaching, research, and community service. These
three practices continue to be performed, even though there
is limited physical human mobility both in and outside the
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campus. Students and lecturers are indeed not allowed to be
at the campus, and only a limited number of essential staff
remain working at the office.

In an unexpected situation, such as the COVID-19
pandemic, public service provisions cannot be withdrawn but
must be made accessible online, based on the available digital
technologies [14]. Most of these activities are therefore
evolving digitally. The provision of public services to
students, lecturers, and the general public is similar. COVID-
19 triggers digital acceleration, with information and
communications technology (ICT) now becoming very
important within society.

In this study, researchers looked at the research
administration work arrangements performed by the
Research and Publishing Center (Puslitpen) at the Syarif
Hidayatullah State Islamic University, Jakarta (UIN Jakarta).
This office administers research grants from the funding of
higher education operational assistance (BOPTN) provided
by the Republic of Indonesia's government, which is given to
lecturers, laboratory assistants, and librarians at UIN Jakarta.

When the rector declared the campus's closure due to
COVID-19 on 16 March 2020, the grant recipients had
already signed their grant agreements and had begun their
data collection activities; research was progressing, and the
first phase of 60 percent research funding had already been
disbursed. However, the remaining 40 percent of the research
funding would not be paid out because the funds had already
been allocated to help handle the COVID-19 crisis.

Grant recipients bound by the signed contract had to carry
out each stage of the research as designed by their respective
teams. Likewise, The Puslitpen team must also oversee and
organize the delivery of the research activities carried out for
the 2020 fiscal year with 161 research grant recipients
distributed across seven clusters. In normal times Puslitpen
offers correspondence, documentation, research permits, and
other services related to research to the grant recipients in-
person. This was impossible to do without changes being
made at the time of the COVID-19 crisis. Still, the Puslitpen
administration team aimed to provide full assistance to grant
recipients by various means.

Digital technology is not new to the center. The national
integrated research management system for Islamic Higher
Education Litapdimas System has been in operation since
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2018. Before that, the center had its own web-based research
management program. During COVID-19, adjustments were
made to prioritize all-digital online reporting. Although many
research grant recipients preferred to have paper-based
documents, due to the social distance and campus closure
policy, the administrators became more reliant on digital
technology in handling this year's research grant
administration.

The communication involved personal messages using
WhatsApp and WhatsApp Groups. This means of
communication was undertaken not only during the Covid-19
period, but before, more researchers used to prefer to come
directly to the office to consult or seek research-
related administration support. It seemed more convenient
for the grant recipients to have face to face meetings.
Puslitpen, however, announced to the grant recipients that the
office was closed for consultation meetings or requests for
printed papers due to the large number of people continuing
to come to the office. Two or three administrators were still
present in the workplace, but visitors must be limited to
minimize physical interactions, and much of the
administration work and services were given digitally.

These shifts in the use of technology and adaptations to
global conditions require multiple parties to work together to
ensure that they are a success. Agostino [14] highlights three
major dilemmas of service delivery during COVID-19 crises:
user engagement, planning and management, and expense.
The Puslitpen office faces these dilemmas as well.
Technology transition has intensified as a result of the global
health crises. The three dilemmas illustrate the social and
organizational  challenges associated with  digital
transformation, showing the organization's issues in the
future and not only in an emergency like COVID-19.

In this study, the researchers wanted to see how attempts
to digitize certain components of research administration
systems had been made and how the grant recipients reacted.
This study is important to provide an understanding of how
the phenomenon of COVID-19 has driven the expanded use
of digital technology in research services and management.
This report also provides recommendations about what can
be done in the future to encourage ICT usage to improve
public services and administration.

II. METHODOLOGY

The method of study employed was a mixed-method
embedded approach. This study described the characteristics,
meaning, and mechanism of the digital transformation
phenomenon at the Puslitpen. Quantitative data was derived
from survey results with grant recipients, and qualitative data
were derived from open-ended survey questions and dialogue
with the research administration team during FGDs, who are
also the researchers in this report. Survey activities are a part
of Puslitpen's monitoring and assessment activities to assess
research administration implementation and management
efficacy. Typically, the surveys are conducted on a paper-
based basis, but this year's survey was conducted online due
to the COVID-19 outbreak, which led to campus activities'
closure. Routine survey activities are performed at the middle
and end of the research process. The survey component is not
limited to the two survey results presented in this paper
(Litapdimas and online services). Survey questions are
organized on Google Forms so that participants can answer

automatically, and the reveals the

percentage of responses.

program instantly

The survey questions in which data are discussed in this
paper are: 1) How do you rate the Litapdimas app? 2) How
does Puslitpen provide online service provision? Other
survey components that are not presented in this paper are the
implementation of research, the number of samples, data
collection points, and research budgets. The survey was
distributed to 161 researchers/research teams that this year
received funding, comprising seven research clusters and two
publishing clusters. However, the survey form was only
completed by 137 researchers/research teams. The survey
was conducted from 21-31 August 2020, or one month before
the end of the 2020 fiscal year research phase, marked by the
recipient's submission of the research report (the reporting
deadline was 28 September).

The answers to the survey questions are then tabulated
and displayed in graphical form to analyze the answers later.
The analysis was carried out in the FGDs activity, which was
attended by eight research administrators. In the FGDs, how
grant recipients assess the use of Litapdimas and evaluate the
Puslitpen arranged online service was addressed. Discussion
outcomes were reported in the minutes and memos.

In this paper, the survey data is presented in graphical
form, then analyzed in an analytical narrative. Before
circulating the survey, as suggested by Alumran et al. [15],
researchers consulted with research instrument experts to
ensure the survey instrument's validity and reliability. The
researchers respect research ethics, while the confidentiality
of the survey participants' identity was also always protected.
Survey participants understood that the surveys were part of
the research phase and that the survey findings were used to
enhance the research administration. They also realized that
the survey data was being used for reporting and publication
by the center.

The FGDs participants signed the informed research
consent, and they participated in the discussion activity
voluntarily and without coercion and were informed that they
could withdraw from the research at any point and without
notice if they felt uncomfortable with the process and results.

III. FINDINGS

The results revealed 1) COVID-19 has accelerated the use
of ICT in research management. During this pandemic, the
use of ICT has become more intensive; 2) the grantees have
found it easy to use the Litapdimas app, although there are
still issues that need to be improved; 3) the grantees have
noticed that the center's online service has been of great help.

A. The transformation from Paper-Based
Administration and Service

to Online

In the FGD, the Puslitpen office research administrators
addressed what programs or documents had been digitized for
some time (before the COVID-19 outbreak) and which
ones had been transformed digitally during the COVID-19
era. The following is a list of existing-on-line systems and
programs that were updated to go online:
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Fig. 1. Digital Tools and Usages

The figure above indicates the dark blue squares, which
are methods or programs used before the COVID-19
outbreak, while the red squares were only recently used as a
result of the COVID-19 outbreak. Six key digital programs
used by Puslitpen include Litapdimas, website, WhatsApp,
email, Google Forms, and Zoom meetings. Litapdimas was
initially used to obtain a research proposal and budget plan,
review the proposal, write a research log-book, submit a
research report, draft papers, and financial reports.
Litapdimas is, however, now being used for the first time for
analyzing research performance (report reviewing).

The Puslitpen website is a quick and reliable way to reach
out to both grant recipients and the public. Puslitpen used the
website to announce grant selections and other alerts, publish
grant agreements, and share policy and guidance on research.
The Puslitpen team maintains contact with recipients of the
grants mainly through WhatsApp. WhatsApp is often used to
send reminders (e.g., reporting deadlines). Puslitpen often
shared research guidelines and other information in printed
copies, one for each individual study/research team. This
year, because of COVID-19, Puslitpen published an e-
booklet for the research guidelines and posted it online. The
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transformation of technology-based research management
has reduced paper usage. Puslitpen also uses email to connect
with grant recipients. However, it is not as frequent as the use
of WhatsApp, as grant beneficiaries prefer to communicate
through WhatsApp. In the wake of the pandemic outbreak,
the use of email and WhatsApp for contact has increased
dramatically.

Two digital services were recently introduced during the
pandemic Puslitpen: Google Forms and Zoom meetings. The
Google Forms are used for web-based surveys, electronic
research permits and research travel letters, and online
workshop attendance certificates. These changes became an
innovative shift. Grant recipients usually came to the office
when they wanted to consult about project management and
funding and get a study permit and travel letter. This year,
these last two letters started being processed digitally.
Puslitpen used to provide research grant recipients in
classroom face-to-face workshops. The workshop topics on
techniques for collecting and analyzing data, preparing and
writing reports, and others. In the last six months, since the
lockdown, Puslitpen has held at least ten online workshops.

B. The Beneficial Use of Litapdimas App

The Litapdimas application is an information system used
by the researchers from the proposal's selection stage,
completing research activities (log-books) to reporting the
study results. The survey results show that grant recipients
find the Litapdimas program is easy to use (67.9 percent).
However, the researchers still face some problems, such as
the log-book menu, which cannot be accessed from the new
Litapdimas application; researchers have to use the old
Litapdimas application to complete the log-book (the latest
Litapdimas application was implemented in 2020). In the
meantime, the problem faced by Litapdimas administrators
(Puslitpen staff) is that the uploaded research reports cannot
be recapitulated automatically as a whole, so administrators
need to view/download the research reports one by one.
Another recommendation from grant recipients and research
managers is to enhance the website's appearance. The
Litapdimas website menu display is still not user-friendly;
some users still need to ask administrators on how to use it.

® | Difficult to use

® | Easy, but nceds
improvement

Easy to usc

Fig. 2. The Use of the Litapdimas App

C. The New and Improved Online Service for Grant
Recipients

Puslitpen of UIN Jakarta provides administrative support
to research grant beneficiaries through various online
applications during the COVID-19 social distancing period.
Administrative support is usually carried out by Puslitpen in
the offices’ and using printed records, such as
providing research  licenses, checking official travel

documents, and other research papers that may now be
performed online. Nearly all researchers (93.4 percent) found
the service to be helpful. Other than that, they were happy
that up-to-date information could be accessed through the
Puslitpen website, research methodology workshops are
conducted through the Zoom meet program, and online
research reporting is conducted through the Litapdimas
application. Research grant recipients say that Puslitpen
should continue to use this technology in future research
management and administrative support.

® | Unhelpful
® | Less helpful
| Very helpful

W

Fig. 3. The Use of New Programs

IV. DISCUSSION

The COVID-19 crisis sums up the advantages of digital
transformation and its disadvantages. The rapid
transformation of the use of technology also shows the
organization's readiness to cope with developments and
external circumstances, the capacity of the staff and team to
make adjustments, and the willingness of the users to adapt
to transitions of digital innovations and shortcomings evident
in a very short time [16]. This rapid transition often speeds
up technology usage, and the effects are instantly apparent
since it is applied immediately.

Survey findings from this study revealed that grant
recipients had constructively embraced the technology. They
understood that it makes research administration and support
for grant recipients easier and more efficient. However, some
grant recipients had not been previously acquainted with this
digital service. So, they still came to the Puslitpen office to
ask for research-related documents. Puslitpen had to
announce that the office was limiting the number of visitors.
The situation pushed the grant recipients to try and adapt to
the digital support services provided by Puslitpen. Many were
shocked at how easily they could obtain research permits
by filling in the forms and then immediately obtaining the
permit letter in their inbox. They asked the administrators, "Is
that all I need to do?!"

Most of those were older grant recipients, who needed to
be persuaded to use technology. Vaporizer et al. [17]
examined the technical expectations and obstacles to
communicating with tablet computers among older adults.
The research shows that most older adults are excited to
embrace modern technology and be willing to learn.
However, they expressed apprehension about a lack of
clarification in both guidance and support. Understanding
older adults' attitudes about technology are crucial to help
bring it to this demographic and optimize its potential. This
experience also occurred in Puslitpen's launch of new web-
based services. Users were anxious and needed some
instructions on how to use it properly.
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The health crisis has led to a restriction of mobility for
some people. Administration and public services have been
much more dependent on technology. Without the COVID-
19 lockdown, this technology transition would have required
many more years to become established like it seems to be
currently. The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant and
rapid effect on higher education institutions worldwide [18].

This research showed that COVID-19 accelerated the use
of emerging technologies in the administration and public
service. Curtis (2020) calls it the magic bullet to boost public
service. Digital transformation can enhance performance,
capacity building and create a framework for constantly
developing services to empower consumers and users [19].

Some of the Puslitpen team worked remotely from home,
while two to three administrators remained on standby every
day at the office. Team members remained committed to
attaining institutional goals. Operating individually, not in
one office room, provided the administrators with the
flexibility to prepare initiatives that needed to be taken
independently to complete organizational work that used to
be done collectively. Team members used their respective
competencies to operate. The distance was not, therefore, an
impediment. A remote working model allows teams to be
formed based on team members' skills and abilities rather
than on geographic proximity [20]. The teams' ability to
effectively perform their task is tied to their distributed
situational understanding [21]. Puslitpen's administrative
team understands the dire global health conditions and is
aware that work needs to continue, so they organized work
accordingly in response to the current situation.

The pandemic rapidly accelerated predicted trends in
information management [19]. COVID-19 has
fundamentally changed many facets of human life and global
culture for years to come. A main aspect of the transition has
been the increased digitization and the rapid introduction of
previously expected developments addressed in the literature
on information management for several years, to have
happened in a blink. Despite all the limitations, the grant
recipients' responses to the use of new technology have been
very positive. They found the ICT was very effective (93.4
percent), and the web-based program was also easy to use
(69.9 percent).

In this report, the research grant recipients were very
pleased with Puslitpen's services during the COVID-19
period and advised Puslitpen to continue advancing
technology wusage. They stated that the web-based
administration and management support for grant
recipients was concise and rapid. This also eased the research
grant administrators' work.

Teleworking has improved productivity through lower
distractions, increased happiness, decreased stress, and
increased efficiency [22]. Nevertheless, teleworking is also
considered to have potentially detrimental effects on mental
health and emotions such as loneliness, anxiety, and guilt
[23]. Technology transformation is an opportunity to
examine how best to use technology to create innovative and
efficient ways of providing public services [24].

Technology has allowed various activitiesto be
performed from anywhere [25]-[27]; and in emergencies that
restrict physical contact with humans. This pandemic has

forced changes. The technology which previously might have
been avoided due to fear of trying had to be used. This is a
challenge for the future; to use this technology sustainably
and ensure that it continues to evolve.

V. CONCLUSION

This research uses only one university case study, and the
sample size is relatively small, too. The findings of the study
cannot be applied to a larger population. However, this study
also has considerable advantages, including an overview of
how COVID-19 has fast-tracked digital technology
transformation in higher education institution research
administration. COVID-19 is not the first or the last virus
impacting humanity [28]. Therefore, the administration's
digitalization is an example of an important initiative that
could be used to address future health risks and other disaster
threats in the future. This research also shows how to use
basic software like Google Forms to simplify matters relating
to finance and administration. This study's findings can be
used as a preliminary reference to study further how to build a
reliable and  simplified  technology-based  research
grants administration system.
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