
   

 

	

New Approaches for Participation in Digital Society in Distant Times of COVID-19 
Sharing	challenges	and	opportunities	from	the	professional	field	in	support	of	physical	closeness	and	

digital	engagement	for	public	wellbeing	

	

Marije	Kanis1,	Joey	van	der	Bie2,	Berber	Nauta1,	Manon	den	Dunnen2	&	Somaya	Ben	Allouch1,3	
1. Amsterdam	University	of	Applied	Sciences,	Digital	life	centre,	The	Netherlands,	m.kanis@hva.nl 

2. National	Police,	The	Netherlands 

3. University	of	Amsterdam,	The	Netherlands 

The	COVID-19	pandemic	has	changed	many	aspects	of	people’s	lives,	and	seems	to	have	affected	people’s	wellbeing	and	relation	to	
technology	now,	and	 in	 the	 future.	Not	only	has	 it	 changed	people’s	 lives	and	 the	way	citizens	 live,	work,	 exercise,	 craft	 and	stay	
connected,	 the	 pandemic	 has	 also	 altered	 the	 way	 Human	 Computer	 Interaction	 (HCI)	 professionals	 can	 engage	 in	 face-to-face	
interactions	and	consequently	participatory,	human-centered	design	and	research.	Limitations	in	being	close	to	others	and	having	
physical,	visible	and	shared	interactions	pose	a	challenge	as	these	aspects	are	typically	considered	critical	for	the	accomplishment	of	
a	 transparent,	 attractive	 and	 critical	 understanding	 of	 technology	 and	 respective	 civic	 and	 digital	 engagement	 for	 wellbeing.	
Consequently,	 the	 risk	now	observed	 is	 that	 citizens	 in	 the	new	 ‘normal’	digital	 society,	particularly	vulnerable	groups,	 are	being	
even	less	connected,	supported	or	heard.	Drawing	from	a	study	with	an	expert	panel	of	20	selected	HCI	related	professionals	in	The	
Netherlands	that	participated	on-line	(through	focus	groups,	questionnaires	and/or	interviews)	discussing	co-creation	for	wellbeing	
in	 times	 of	 COVID-19	 (N=20),	 and	 civic	 values	 for	 conditional	 data	 sharing	 (N=11),	 this	 paper	 presents	 issues	 encountered	 and	
potential	 new	 approaches	 to	 overcome	 participatory	 challenges	 in	 the	 ‘new’	 digital	 society.	 This	 study	 further	 draws	 on	 project	
reporting	and	a	‘one	week	in	the	life	of’	study	in	times	of	COVID-19	with	a	physical	toolkit	for	remote	data	collection	that	was	used	
with	older	adults	(65+,	N=13)	and	evaluated	with	professionals	(N=6).	Drawing	on	such	projects	and	professional	experiences,	the	
paper	discusses	some	opportunities	of	participatory	approaches	for	the	new	‘distant’	normal.	

CCS	 CONCEPTS	 	 •	 Human-centered	 computing	 →	 Human	 Computer	 Interaction	 (HCI)	 →	 HCI	 design	 and	
evaluation	methods	
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1 INTRODUCTION 

People	have	a	fundamental	need	for	social	and	physical	contact	[6],	democratic	participation,	health	and	ultimately	
happiness	[4].	However,	the	consequences	of	the	COVID-19	pandemic	and	the	shift	towards	more	virtual	remote	ways	
seem	to	be	jeopardizing	this	[13;	31;	34;	36;	44].	As	not	only	has	the	pandemic	changed	the	way	we	live	[47],	work,	
craft	[16;	37],	exercise	[10;	16;	24;	26]	and	stay	connected	[53],	it	has	also	changed	the	way	we	engage	in	face-to-face	
research,	digital	and	creative	collaboration	[43]	and	is	expected	to	do	so	in	the	future	[12;	20].	Accordingly,	not	only	
users	have	changed	permanently	[20;	38],	also	researchers	themselves	have	been	affected	by	the	crisis.	For	example,	
face-to-face	 studies	 for	 data	 collection,	 physical	 interactions	 and	 creative	 sessions	 with	 participants	 are	 limited,	
constrained	or	had	to	be	cancelled,	likely	impacting	participatory	approaches	in	the	digital	society.	This	paper	reflects	
on	experiences	of	HCI	professionals	in	The	Netherlands	on	what	transformations	occurred	during	the	COVID-19	crisis	
for	better	understanding	of	challenges	and	opportunities.	It	discusses	the	need	for	(1)	physical	contact	and	tangible	
interactions,	 (2)	 creative	 innovation	and	participatory	 research,	 (3)	new	 forms	of	being	 together	 and	experiencing	
connectedness,	(4)	addressing	needs	of	(vulnerable)	people	and	their	wellbeing,	(5)	new	forms	of	data	collection,	and	
(6)	digital	privacy	and	democratic	engagement.  	

2 PROFESSIONAL PARTICIPATORY CHALLENGES 

For	 the	 purpose	 of	 exploring	 new	 physical	 and	 virtual	 directions	 of	 supporting	 digital	 participation	 and	
engagement	in	times	of	COVID-19,	it	draws	on	the	project	portfolio	and	experiences	from	the	Digital	Life	centre,	 its	



   

 

	

partners	in	The	Netherlands	and	beyond,	and	reporting	from	the	field	with	a	selected	panel	of	HCI	professionals	to	
illustrate	 this.	 Different	 meetings	 and	 approaches	 were	 pursued	 to	 collect	 insights	 and	 experiences	 from	 the	
professionals	 to	 explore	 challenges	 and	 possible	 solutions,	 which	 entailed:	 (1)	 an	 online	 expert	 study	 (N=20,	
September-December	 2020)	 including	 virtual	 meetings,	 whiteboard	 sessions	(with	 Miro),	 interviews	 and	 on-line	
surveys	with	professionals	 in	The	Netherlands	on	 the	 topic	of	co-creation	 for	wellbeing	 in	 times	of	COVID-19.	This	
included	questions	such	as	‘How	has	COVID-19	changed	your	professional	practice	and	acting?’,	and	(2)	A	study	with	
professionals	 including	 expert	 interviews	 and	 survey	 (N=6,	 January-March	2021)	on	 conditional	 data	 sharing	with	
citizen	participation	and	public	values	at	the	core.	The	next	sections	discuss	the	most	notable	findings	of	this	study	
from	the	perspectives	of	the	involved	professionals.		

2.1 The need for physical contact and tangible interactions 

Physical	 closeness	 and	 visibility	 often	 seem	 to	 facilitate	 building	 towards	 more	 transparent,	 democratic	 and	
understandable	(digital)	systems.	For	example,	research	on	data	physicalization	–making	data	physical–	shows	that	
physical	making	and	methods	can	help	in	improving	data	literacy,	collaboration,	critical	thinking	and	creativity	[17;	
27;	30;	45].	A	project	with	Internet	of	Things	students	in	which	the	assignment	was	to	create	a	physical	data	escape	
room,	accessible	 for	people	with	visual	 impairments,	 seemed	to	show	that	 this	active	experience	made	students	as	
well	as	participants	more	conscious	of	ethical	concerns	in	the	handling	of	personal	data	[29].	It	involved	a	playful	and	
physical	 experience	 for	which	 in	 the	 role	of	 a	hacker,	 the	mission	was	 to	 steal	personal	data	and	crack	passwords	
through	 various	 tactile	 and	 interactive	 puzzles,	 for	 promoting	 awareness	 and	 debate	 on	 data	 ownership,	 cyber	
security,	 accessibility	 and	 ethical	 conduct.	 However,	 in	 the	 Netherlands,	 such	 physical	 activities	 could	 not	 be	
continued	in	the	lockdown	times	of	Corona	and	imposed	rules	for	physical	distancing	(often	called	social	distancing	
[53]).	Still,	the	need	for	tangible	approaches	and	physical	interactions	is	particularly	felt	during	the	pandemic	[40],	as	
also	illustrated	by	this	professional	(social	designer,	October,	2020):	“The	physical,	tactile	aspect	is	an	important	part	
of	our	work.	Now	it	is	hard	to	be	creative	over	distance.	How	can	we	do	this…	How	can	we	re-invent	and	deploy	digital	
tools?”	And	this	interaction	designer	&	policy	maker	stated:	“We	should	all	make	the	effort	to	be	able	to	have	physical	
encounters.	Any	digital	encounter	needs	to	strengthen	and	emphasize	human	behavior	and	needs.	The	question	is	how	
that	is	going	to	look	like...”		

2.2 The need for creative innovation and participatory research  

A	recent	Dutch	study	indicated	that	in	this	first	phase	of	remote	digital	working,	participants	tended	to	go	back	into	
familiar	structures	and	patterns,	making	it	even	more	difficult	to	implement	innovation,	co-creation	and	change	[41].	
Indeed,	 now	 that	 professionals	 seem	 to	 have	 shifted	 in	 their	 role	 from	 being	 two-dimensional,	 instead	 of	 three-
dimensional	[42],	what	is	also	often	mentioned	in	our	studies	such	as	the	Co-Well	project	is	that	at	a	digital	distance	it	
is	 more	 difficult	 to	 (spontaneously)	 coordinate	 with	 each	 other,	 to	 let	 everyone	 participate,	 work	 together,	 be	
interactive	and	creative.	Online	questionnaires	and	meetings,	 for	example,	do	not	always	achieve	 the	same	 form	of	
spontaneity,	creativity	and	contextual	insight	that	can	be	achieved	with	physical	contact	and	co-creative	workshops	
on-site.	As	one	participant	(HCI	professor)	stated:	"The	problem	is	the	lack	of	serendipity	and	creativity	when	working	
on-line."	Another	professional	told	that	he	had	switched	to	offering	live-drawing	services	through	videoconferencing,	
thus	safely	with	a	screen	in	between,	and	so	enrich	and	facilitate	creative	collaboration	from	a	distance	[18].	The	Co-
Well	on-line	showcase	connectedcreative.nl	offers	various	ways	and	inspiration	for	being	creative	together	in	COVID-
19	times,	and	is	a	way	to	swiftly	convey	new	information	and	approaches,	accessible	at	any	time	and	place	[28].	

2.3 The need for new forms of being together, connectedness and experiencing closeness 

Being	with	others	is	difficult	during	the	pandemic	with	all	its	restrictions.	For	example,	travelling	to	participants	
and	access	 to	 care	homes	 is	 limited.	With	 the	 shift	 to	 the	 screen,	 there	are	also	digital	 and	sensory	barriers	 in	 the	
experience	with	proximity	and	closeness.	As	one	participant	stated	(innovator	in	e-health):	"We	have	moved	to	online	
solutions,	meetings,	which	make	it	harder	to	get	a	good	tangible	feel	of	developments	on	site."		On	the	other	hand,	one	UX	
professional	working	at	government	services	noted	that	she	experienced	a	new	form	of	intimacy	and	closeness	with	



   

 

	

her	study	participants	as	with	videoconferencing	she	got	‘access’	to	their	usual	private	student	dorms,	which	lifted	the	
interview	conversations.	

2.4 The need for addressing needs of (vulnerable) people and their wellbeing in the new normal 

With	insufficient	knowledge	about	the	new	user	situation	caused	by	the	pandemic,	transparency	and	participation	
in	digital	shaping	and	co-creation	have	now	become	an	even	bigger	issue	to	pursue,	especially	with	vulnerable	people.	
There	is	a	great	need	for	best	practices	and	new	approaches	for	the	new	situation	as	traditional	ones	are	no	longer	
always	 a	 good	 fit.	 As	 one	 professional	 (interaction	designer	&	 accessibility	 advocate)	 stated:	 “From	a	 distance	 it	 is	
more	difficult	 to	 know	how	people	 are	 doing	and	 to	 adapt	 to	 their	 needs.”	Due	 to	 this	 lack,	 current	 approaches	 and	
digital	solutions	can	turn	out	less	compatible.	For	example,	as	the	coordinator	of	a	housing	complex	for	older	adults	
stated:	"There	is	a	whole	new	large	digital	screen	in	the	house,	but	nobody	is	using	it!".	On	the	other	hand,	professionals	
and	 partners	 involved	 in	 our	 study	 were	 keen	 in	 enabling	 underrepresented	 people,	 such	 as	 people	 with	 visible	
impairments,	 to	 fabricate	 their	 own	 fit	 solutions,	 such	 as	with	 toolkits	 and	 sensing	devices	 for	 ensuring	1.5	meter	
distance	[1;	9].		

2.5 The need for new forms of data collection  

For	the	time	being,	professionals	seem	to	rely	a	lot	on	methods	that	we	already	know;	literature	studies,	on-line	
surveys	and	interviews.	But	for	this	time,	we	also	need	to	re-appropriate,	re-think	and	re-design	and	deploy	other	and	
new	methodologies	[43]	and	answer	new	questions.	For	example,	some	professionals	in	this	study	wondered:	“How	to	
do	qualitative	research	on-line?	How	to	address	privacy,	such	as	in	the	context	of	giving	on-line	consent?”	
Quite	a	few	professional	participants	are	turning	to	video	calling	for	virtual	user	research.	Other	researchers	are	

now	using	 real-time	Twitter	data,	machine	 learning	and	natural	 language	processing	 techniques	 for	understanding	
Dutch	public	sentiment	during	the	COVID-19	outbreak	period	to	inform	governmental	action	[51].	Although	these	are	
safe	ways	to	collect	data	from	a	distance	from	a	large	audience,	and	the	new	situation	has	motivated	a	digital	uptake	
(e.g.	 [11]),	 not	 everyone	 is	 on	 digital	 or	 social	 media.	 Consequently,	 we	 need	 to	 also	 ensure	 that	 groups	 such	 as	
vulnerable	 older	 adults	 are	 being	 represented	 and	 heard	 [46].	 We	 also	 need	 richer,	 sensorial	 and	 dynamic	
participatory	approaches	that	consider	the	human	context.	One	participant	(HCI	Researcher	in	Technology	for	older	
adults)	stated:	“The	difficulty	I	am	experiencing	is	missing	non-verbal	cues	when	collecting	data.”	
An	example	of	a	new	remote	method	for	conducting	research	with	older	adults	in	corona	times	is	the	BAAT	activity	

toolkit.	The	kit,	 loosely	based	on	the	probe	method	[21],	contains	a	special	activity	 journal	 ‘One	week	in	the	 life	of’	
[35],	activity	cards,	a	folder	with	tips	and	tricks	for	engaging	in	(digital)	activity	[35]	and	a	fitness	band.	It	was	used	to	
gain	more	 insights	 into	 the	 needs	 and	 attitudes	 of	 older	 adults	 (65+,	N=13)	with	 regards	 to	 physical	 activity	 and	
mental	wellbeing	during	and	after	a	 'lockdown'	in	The	Netherlands	and	the	potential	supportive	role	of	technology.	
Before	the	kit,	there	was	an	online	survey	with	older	adults	(65+,	N=37)	that	was	used	for	gathering	initial	insights	
and	 as	 to	 recruit	 participants	 for	 the	 study	 with	 the	 toolkit.	 The	 kit	 was	 also	 evaluated	 with	 tech	 and	 care	
professionals	(N=6),	showing	valued	potential	for	obtaining	richer	insights	into	people’s	daily	context	and	activities,	
motivations	and	emotional	states.	Findings	show	that	the	kit	largely	made	the	elderly	participants	more	conscious	of	
their	routines	and	potential	digital	supportive	ways.		Interestingly,	the	participants	found	the	analogue	fitness	band,	
one	of	the	most	useful	items	of	the	kit	for	continued	use.	The	diary	results	further	showed	that	technology	did	not	play	
the	 leading	 role	 in	 their	 daily	 lives,	while	physical	 and	 social	 activities	with	 their	 grandchildren	 for	 example	 often	
were.	 It	 indicates	 to	 seek	 approaches	 beyond	 a	 techno-centric	 focus.	 Also,	 according	 to	 Bitton	 “We	 need	 to	 de-
evangelize	 technologies”	 [7],	 and	 as	 this	 participant	 (e-health	 innovator)	 stated:	 “I	 prefer	 to	 think	 from	 a	 needs	
perspective,	deciding	what	is	needed	and	how	to	tackle	it	in	a	creative	(online)	manner.	I	think	it	is	not	so	much	about	
new	technical	tools,	as	well	the	organization	and	collaboration	that	is	key.”		
	
	A	different,	more	quantitative	approach	towards	data	collection,	was	the	project	 ‘FAIR:	No	words	but	data’	 [48;	

49]	 aiming	 to	 make	 the	 data	 of	 research	 projects	 concerning	 the	 urban	 vitality	 of	 vulnerable	 people	 Findable,	
Accessible,	Interoperable	and	Reproducible.	It	started	just	before	the	announcement	of	the	COVID-19	pandemic.	The	



   

 

	

urgency	of	the	implementation	of	the	FAIR	principles	became	even	more	evident	to	harness	machine-learning	and	AI	
approaches	 to	 discover	meaningful	 patterns	 in	 epidemic	 outbreaks	 [50].	 However,	 the	 FAIR	 principles	 emphasize	
machine-actionability	and	computational	support	with	often	minimal	human	intervention	and	in	a	research	context.	
Though	FAIR	data	supports	open	science,	it	is	not	necessarily	a	‘fair’	and	controlled	way	of	data	sharing	from	a	user-
oriented	perspective	in	civic	context.	From	this	perspective,	considering	human	public	values	and	principles,	such	as	
personal	 empowerment,	 data	 literacy	 and	 finding	 new	 ways	 to	 address	 this	 is	 at	 the	 core.	 The	 Digital	 Trust	
Infrastructure	(DTI)	project	is	such	a	new	initiative	in	its	aim	to	set	an	example	in	conditional	data	sharing	in	which	
public	values	are	central	[19].	At	each	moment,	citizens	should	be	able	to	carefully	consider	which	specific	piece	of	
information	is	needed	by	a	specific	person,	 in	what	specific	context	and	moment,	 for	what	specific	purpose	and	for	
how	long,	such	as	in	the	case	of	fire.	Although	this	is	not	without	challenges	(e.g.	privacy	protection	[33]),	by	investing	
in	democratic	and	participatory	ways	for	safeguarding	public	values	from	early	on,	the	DTI	project’s	aim	is	not	only	to	
increase	trust,	but	also	use	the	results	to	motivate	other	authorities	of	doing	the	same	and	create	the	new	normal	for	
desired	data	 sharing	with	 public	 bodies	 in	more	 responsible	 and	 transparent	ways.	 From	 the	 expert	 study,	 it	was	
found	that	data	sharing	from	a	civic	perspective	should	be	guided	by	democratic,	user-centered	and	data	principles	
[2]	such	as	‘privacy	by	design’	and	data	minimalism.	

2.6 The need for digital privacy and democratic engagement   

There	is	a	risk	that	the	increase	in	data	collection,	monitoring	[23]	and	tracking	spurred	on	by	the	pandemic	can	
become	a	threat	for	personal	freedom	and	privacy,	which	is	fundamental	for	a	good	functioning	democratic	state	[22].	
On	the	other	hand,	there	are	initiatives	that	seek	more	public	engagement	and	conditional	data	sharing	in	which	civic	
participation	and	public	values	are	 central.	 Such	as	 the	discussed	DTI,	but	also	 the	Beehives	 initiative	 that	 created	
Let’s	Face-it,	an	AI	rendered	face	on	a	mask,	so	that	you	will	not	be	recognized	by	a	facial	recognition	system	and	look	
more	 human,	 even	 though	 it	 is	 not	 really	 you	 [5].	 Also, Code4NL,	 an	 online	 Dutch	 community	 of	 designers	 and	
developers	 for	 a	 fair	 and	 open	 digital	 society,	 and	 its	 international	 partners	 have	 exponentially	 grown	 in	 active	
members	during	 the	pandemic	 [14].	The	Dutch	 trajectory	 and	open	process	 in	 the	design	of	 the	 ‘Coronamelder’,	 a	
corona	 trace	app,	and	the	evolutionary	use	of	democratic	principles	such	as	 ‘privacy	by	design’	has	 inspired	better	
participatory	 initiatives	 and	 engagement	 for	 the	 future.	 The	 pandemic	 seems	 to	 have	mobilized	 a	 network	 of	 HCI	
professionals,	 including	governmental	agencies	[32],	that	are	willing	to	make	a	change	for	which	it	 is	now	easier	to	
find	 each	 other	 and	 learn	 from	 worst	 and	 best	 practices.	 For	 this,	 we	 need	 to	 look	 at	 different	 aspects,	 as	 one	
professional	(E-Health	innovator)	stated:	“This	is	a	wicked	problem	with	many	interacting	aspects	and	layers.	We	need	
to	 look	at	culture,	 financing	structures,	skills,	collaboration…	mutual	understanding,	speaking	each	other’s	 language	is	
important,	so	making	sure	that	all	relevant	parties	are	present.”		
This	professional	(HCI	Researcher,	Co-Well	on-line	meeting,	October	2020)	expressed	the	 importance	of	sharing	

such	knowledge:	“It	is	interesting	to	see	how	other	researchers	deal	with	this	new	situation	and	the	opportunities	it	gives	
us.	It	gives	us	inspiration	on	how	to	deal	with	new	ways	of	co-creation.”		

3 OPPORTUNITIES AND DISCUSSION  

This	paper	discussed	participatory	challenges	that	professionals	in	the	HCI	field	are	facing	as	a	result	of	COVID-19.	
With	 the	 outlined	 challenges,	 the	 risk	 is	 that	 (vulnerable)	 citizens	 in	 the	 ‘new’	 digital	 society	 are	 being	 even	 less	
digitally	connected,	supported	or	heard.	On	the	other	hand,	HCI	professionals,	particularly	in	creative	industry,	social	
advocacy	and	governmental	bodies	such	as	discussed	and	in	line	with	other	emerging	practices		[3;	8;	15;	25;	39;	52]	
seem	 to	 be	 willing	 and	 resourceful	 in	 addressing	 such	 challenges	 and	 co-create	 approaches,	 methodologies	 and	
technology	for	good	and	democratic	use,	stimulate	self-	and	digital	resilience,	and	participation	for	public	wellbeing.	
What	is	particularly	new	is	that	the	pandemic	has	created	a	new	sense	of	urgency	for	introducing	and	supporting	new	
digital	and	participatory	ways,	in	which	the	HCI	professional	plays	a	crucial	role	in	bridging	forthcoming	digital,	social	
and	physical	distances.	 It	 is	 important	that	we	share	those	ways	for	timely	action	and	collaboratively	participate	 in	
actively	shaping	new	best	practices	for	the	new	‘closer’	normal.		
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