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Introduction and background

This article considers the politics and practicalities of responding to the COVID crisis
with ‘an app for that’. It shows how seductive solutionism in times of crisis created
political impetus to direct the public health response of contact tracing through Contact
Tracing Apps (CTA). Rather than focus on user-based concerns (uptake, privacy, etc.),
we’ve investigated how apps interface with complex systems and infrastructures of
public health. Our approach leveraged situational mapping to provide a more nuanced
understanding of the interfaces of CTA and digital epidemiology than current App
narratives allow. This includes data from 21 expert informants interviews across five
developed nations offering insight into the machinations of contact tracing from ‘the coal
face’ up to executive technical and policy decisions, including national CTA
development and deployment. We learned that beneath the shiny veneer of an app is
the messy certitude of Excel and tech-debt, local politics, and mundane organizational
technique that work amidst each other to shape public health.

“There’s an app for that” is a hallmark of a digital age where problems are presented
with technological solutions in near real time. Apps are ubiquitous and provide a specific
type of solution that is not a technological niche, but a socio-technical regime (Geels
2014), which signals a set of social expectations around connectivity, utility, and
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usability from digital handheld devices (Goggin 2021). We can say that apps are now
endemic to mobile socio-technical relations. The efficacy of joining these mobile
platforms into socially mobile and compute intensive sensing services had been
considered for some time (Mizouni and Brachi 2013), but there was no identifiable need
to do so for public health until recently.

In 2020, as the scale of the pandemic crisis was beginning to be appreciated in
technology and policy circles, the need for rapid ‘solutions’ were apparent. Hopes of
there being ‘an app for that’ reflected prevalent and sustained discourses of
technological solutionism (Morozov 2013; 2020) where revolutions to efficiencies of
digital government that were often promised (Garason 2004) seemed always on the
horizon, especially in terms of mobile (Vincent and Harris 2008) and health application
(Anthopoulos et al. 2016). Nevertheless, by October 2020 there were almost 500 apps
on the iOS App Store related to COVID across 98 countries (Albright 2023).

Likewise, a healthy and critical literature on digital app interventions into COVID-19 has
developed due to the seemingly shared policy position across the global north (Taylor
2021; Mann et al., 2022) to implement CTA. Comparative analysis on the ethical and
privacy tradeoffs (eg. Goggin 2020, Levy and Stewart 2021, Fahey and Hino 2020;
Luicivero et al. 2020; Connor and Doan 2022) showed the diverse ecology of
solutionism. Critiques of consumer/citizen adoption from socio-technical and
behavioural perspectives (Amann et al 2021, Klenk and Duijf 2021, Jorling et al. 2022;
Habich-Sobiegalla & Kostka 2022; Geber and Ho 2022) described how user-citizens
(Nguyen 2022) became the intersection of public health and corporate-government
surveillance (Chen et al. 2022, Kim 2022; Storeng and de Bengy 2021). Other studies
considered the epidemiological efficacy of such adoptions, ranging from congratulatory
to abysmal across jurisdictions (see respectively Vogt et al. 2022; Wymant et al. 2021).

We note the majority of CTA research is focussed on user adoption. Only 2/110 relevant
CTA papers visible to Google Scholar in our timeframe offer substantive focus on
implementing elements knit into the situation of app development, deployment, or use in
society. This opens for deeper consideration how the expectation and execution of CTA
apps were imagined, debated, and resourced as socio-technological and material-
political manifestations. Here we consider considering how user-centric narratives of the
platformization of public health can gloss over the systemic resistance that situational
analysis (Clarke et al., 2016) might better uncover.

Research design

Situational analysis is a method that foregrounds the situation of inquiry — or context —
as the unit of analysis (Clarke et al., 2016). Our task is to use this technique to make
CTA situation’s analytic complexity more visible by considering discourses that would
otherwise be missed, and adding to the COVID-19 situational mapping of previous work
(see Nguyen 2022, Kim 2022). In our case, human and non-human actors to map
included the technical protocols, public discourses, contact tracers, health region
managers, bureaucrats, digital rights advocates, other professionals involved in the
design and implementation of CTAs, policy, political rhetoric, and privacy law. Each



attested to different facets of the situation, and together paint a more nuanced picture of
the capacity for digital epidemiology than current App narratives provide.

Methodologically the innovation was to define CTA situations beyond the front-end user
experience and app environment that might be accessible by walkthrough approaches
(Light, Dugay, Burgess 2018) and audience research. We hoped to map so far under-
considered human, nonhuman, discursive, and political elements, that were not just
defined by citizen-subjects and technology, but also included epidemiological
knowledge, organizational structure/s, and lenses of domestic crisis-control politics -
where less academic attention has been directed. Together, these might better address
the contingent promises and failures related to these digital technologies.

Findings and Analysis

One of our main contributions shows how public health platformization — which might be
easy to identify from the perspective of a user who is dependent on CTAs — is much
messier when viewed with other units of implementation-analysis. Public health
authorities interface differently with CTAs than users, politicians, and digital-rights
discourses. We sought to capture, explore, and begin to document how each of these
differences shaped the understanding of emergent digital infrastructures of public
health. In this way, CTAs might be considered the visible tip of COVID-19 response
infrastructures in ways that offered a boundary object (Star 2010) that users,
governments, politicians, industry, and other elements interface with/at. CTA are entities
that people act towards (or with) in relation to their own communities of practice —
together and as discrete jurisdictions of power hierarchies that each have unique
perspective (see Figure 1 for a representation of these overlapping relations informed
from our empirical work).
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Figure 1: App as boundary object requires acknowledging different perspectives.



For SPIR we focus on claims that cut across our informants, including political impetus
for the ‘seductive solution’ of CTAs and the complexity of CTA’s design as an
infrastructure of public health. Specifically, we uncover the unseen work of integrating
contact tracing data from apps and other sources of information into back-end systems
to manage data and understand outbreaks; the institutional uptake and processes of
these workflows in a time of ‘crisis’; and the mundane work of using a surprisingly wide
array of ‘different things’ (i.e. Excel and whiteboards) to piece together a system of
contact tracing where novel technological solutions interfaced with humans’ mundane,
organizational, and political interactions to make novel infrastructure.

Conclusion

While the appification of COVID responses has been considered in user-centric terms
(i.e. privacy, efficacy) the complex story of digital interfaces meeting infrastructures of
public health is less known nor rigorously explored through a situational analysis that
shows there is much more than an app for that. Apps aren’t (just) texts to read, privacy
concerns to consider, or platforms to configure. Their situation is more complex.
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