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Abstract

The current COVID-19 lockdown situation has had a negative impact on
people’s connectedness which also has an influence on the well-being of the citizens
(Canady, 2020; Hare-Duke, 2019; Oe, 2020). The enhancement of human interaction
and networking is a key topic to sustain people’s health, and this has been on the
emergent agenda during the current COVID-19 situation (Oe, 2020).

To tackle this issue, one theory that could be employed is the efficacy of
community members’ engagement, as proposed by McMillian and Chavis (1986), who
summarised a key °‘sense of community’ model. This model suggests four main
dimensions should be strengthened to engage community members in supporting
vulnerable people: a sense of belonging, an emotional connection, fulfilment of needs,
and influence (Bermea et al., 2019).

This conceptual paper aims to enhance the discussion of how best to support
vulnerable isolated citizens during the COVID-19 lockdown situation. A proposition
framework suggests actionable implications with tangible recommendations for the
relevant stakeholders. The authors propose two key themes to be considered: (1) how to
meet needs and provide support in the virtual network community, and (2) how to
implement assistive technologies as a ubiquitous network paradigm as a community
safety net for all.

1. Introduction
1.1 Background of this study

This study discusses how to support vulnerable isolated citizens during the
COVID-19 lockdown situation through a collaborative community initiative that
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engages with community network actors. The authors focus on how social capital can
enhance engagement with local community members to achieve the goal.

The current COVID-19 lockdown situation has had an impact on people’s
connectedness by limiting their allowed behaviours, resulting in a negative impact on
people’s mental health and well-being on the whole (Oe, 2020). The enhancement of
human interaction and networking to sustain people’s mental health has been on the
emergent agenda during the current COVID-19 situation.

To tackle this issue, one theory that could be employed is the efficacy of
community members’ engagement, as discussed by McMillian and Chavis (1986), who
proposed a ‘sense of community’ model. This model suggests four main dimensions that
should be increased to demonstrate commitment to community members and support
vulnerable people: a sense of belonging, an emotional connection, fulfilment of needs,
and influence (Bermea et al., 2019).

1.2 Research rationale, aim and objectives

It seems to have been agreed upon that a creation of collaborative initiatives can
contribute to solving community issues. The current COVID-19 lockdown situation is
critically influencing citizens’ well-being; it has a particularly big impact on vulnerable
isolated people in terms of stress and uncertainty. In this paper, we focus on community
members’ interaction and engagement with Information Communication Technology
(ICT) as an instrument to enable smooth information sharing and consensus building in
the community. At the same time, the positive impact of assistive technologies enhances
connectedness among people on the virtual community paradigm.

2. Academic discussion of the elements enhancing collaborative actions in a community
2.1 Placemaking as a platform for nurturing a sense of community

Placemaking is a multi-faceted approach for creating value for local places.
Placemaking can enhance a local community's attractiveness and brand, which
contributes to better community development. It has been a main point of policy agenda
for both central and local governments, and recently, the contribution of the
collaborative input from local stakeholders has been discussed as one of the key factors
to sustain communities (Franklin & Marsden, 2015; Lepofsky & Fraser, 2003;
Markusen & Gadwa, 2010).

Until now, in research on the theme of how to collaborate with community
members to solve societal issues, the sense of community (SOC) model has been
applied to cases to analyse how to promote engagement of citizens to reach a targeted



goal (Bermea et al., 2019; McMillian & Chavis, 1986); there has also been research that
expects charitable organisations and social enterprises to exert their functions and
specialties to achieve the aim (Oe, 2015; Ridley-Duff & Bull, 2019; Weeks & Oe, 2020).
As the flow of examining measures to encourage participation in community building
has acknowledged, implementation of ICT to accelerate the development of social
capital can serve as a basis for SOC and robust local communities (Brown, 2001; Ko et
al., 2019; Sweet et al., 2020).

Weeks and Oe (2020) have discussed how to fulfil community needs based on a
model that matches needs with supports through a community ICT network. This takes
the theoretical theme of how to create a participatory society a step further. In line with
this approach, it has also been discussed that a community’s potential needs and
supports could be discovered by utilising simplified systems with assistive technologies
to analyse big data that is then collected and archived in the community (Hosseini et al.,
2019; Takemoto & Ota, 2017).

Placemaking by governments and other community actors can enhance a
community’s brand with (1) improvements of housing and town aesthetics, (2) better
quality of infrastructure (e.g. roads, transportations, secured stable public utilities, the
internet network), and (3) better balanced socio-economic characteristics (e.g. a good
balance of old and new residents, acceptance of diversified ethnicities, sustainable
planning in the long term) (Weeks & Oe, 2020). These actions discussed in the context
of placemaking provide us with a key idea that community network stakeholders, such
as residents, businesses, charities and other specialised organisations, can be motivated
to commit to developing their communities. To enhance a variety of stakeholders to lead
the initiatives in the community requires clarification of how to review and evaluate
their activities and the effectiveness and outcomes of the processes (Tanimoto, 2019). It
is also crucial to support these initiatives with assistive measures, such as ICT
implementation, training and enhancing mutual learning perspectives.

Governments and relevant public sectors are the main actors in a community who
have the authority to develop societal, economic and cultural values in the area (Creagh
et al., 2020). However, the effect of placemaking can stimulate collaborative actions
among community groups who can contribute to reimaging of these places. An inclusive
approach with local community actors in the reimaging process can produce more
values and impact than those made if the reimaging process was conducted only by the
government. Therefore, placemaking can be used as a catalyst to enhance co-value
creation, not only to attract inward investment (Huang & Roberts, 2019).

Due to the tight financial conditions of many governments, enabling sustainable



placemaking requires contributions from community groups. As societal members of the
community, stakeholders, such as businesses, social enterprises, charities and other
members, should share their resources to support community development. In doing so,
government placemaking can trigger the strengthening of social bonding among groups
and encourage various contributions from community groups, including both economic
and non-economic contributions. This concept has been supported by research
conducted in various cultural and geographical contexts (Chen & Qu, 2020; Dabaj &
Conti, 2020; Huang et al., 2019; Skop et al., 2019).

2.2 A key player: social enterprise as a catalyst for a collaborative milieu

Social enterprises have business models that aim to profit by solving social issues
in various ways. Common discussion of this model has included opportunities for
socially diverse groups that have not been supported in the market, inviting inputs and
contributions from different network actors embedded in the local community (Alter,
2007; Bull & Ridley-Duff, 2019; Fowler et al., 2019; Lee, 2015; Nasruddin et al.,
2014).

Bull (2018) presented a basic framework of social enterprise perspectives referring
to the relational actors, who emphasised the key role of redistributing the state and the
reciprocity of communities. They also proposed the development of a holistic paradigm
with a transcendental approach including the state/local communities or public/private,
for-profit/not-for-profit and formal/informal businesses. As Arif & Yuhdi (2020)
discussed, thinking skills in the context of solving community issues could be a critical
factor, for instance, an intense learning of critical learning with scaffolding support
including ICT application at the universities would be helpful.

Moreover, to enable the collaborative network to function smoothly involving
relevant stakeholders requires well balanced human resource planning in every single
organisation (Mansaray, 2019). Inline with this critical point, Suswati et al. (2020)
discussed and demonstrates a pathway how to engage human resources embedded in the
community using a live case study of university students’ involvement. Figure 1
represents the relational network actors who support collaborative actions.
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Figure 1 Collaborative milieu including network actors

2.3 Social capital as a community-bonding adhesive

Phelps and Hassed (2012) discussed that social capital accumulated in
communities has an influence on reducing community crimes and negative incidents
that affect the well-being of residents. Oe (2005) summarised that an inclusive social
network has a positive effect on solving social issues and problems. She also suggested
the implementation of ICT measures to share the aim and values among the relevant
stakeholders, which can accelerate collaborative actions taken to achieve the community
goal.

Cigler and Joslyn (2002) discussed how social capital effects a relationship
between group involvement and political tolerance, implying that it has a catalytic
power to include and engage local community members with a community project to
achieve a shared aim.

2.4 Ubiquitous network perspectives

Based on the existing literature, an analytical framework has been developed,
Figure 2 is developed. This relationships with steps demonstrate the key actors and the
interactive actions in co-value creation that sustain communities with assistive ICT
measures sharing the information. As Jafar and Rahmayani (2020) discussed, the
Industrial Era 4.0 or millennial era which have penetrated into various aspects of our
life has enhanced the potential positive impact of the ICT implementations.



Moreover, in enhancing collaborative engagement requires some ‘scaffolding
approach’ to support active learning in the course of collaboration to achieve a shared
goal. Bing-quan et al. (2020) suggested that clear image of potential business
opportunities could be a trigger for enhancement of engaging the stakeholders in the
initiative. They also presented key themes how to involve local community members
such as young entrepreneurs and university students to secure the entrepreneurial
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Figure 2 Inclusive model for co-value creation (inspired by Bacq and Janssen
(2011) and rearranged by the authors)
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2.5 Initiative for a ubiquitous network community

Based on the discussion so far, it is time for us to propose a discussion paradigm of
how to support vulnerable isolated citizens during the lockdown situation. As Oe (2020)
discussed, how to enhance social connectedness and communication should be the key
point in sustaining people’s mental well-being, and remote or virtual measures can seal
this critical gap to reconnect isolated citizens on a virtual platform. As Foth et al. (2011)
suggested, citizens engaged with social networks can trigger the enhancement of a
collaborative community with the philosophy of supporting each other. Some more
meso-level discussions focusing on building cities as virtual communities have been
carried out and proposed by interdisciplinary researchers already (Anthopoulos et al.,
2009; Salim & Haque, 2015), and other contemporary themes, such as the Internet of
Things and big data, have also attracted researchers and practitioners, since they are



potential factors behind building ubiquitous communities (Lu et al., 2019; Sun et. al.,
2016).

Social enterprises and other stakeholders are expected to take a catalytic role in
inviting the involvement of other local community members, including private
sector/mainstream businesses, the voluntary sector (i.e. charities) and the government.
Westall (2001) also discussed the role of key players who support the interactive space
in enhancing collaborative work in the community. Figure 3 demonstrates an image of
Ubiquitous network community involving local community members.
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Figure 3 Ubiquitous network community to support isolated vulnerable citizens
(inspired by Baez-Camargp and Jacobs (2011) and the authors’ collection)

3 Conclusion and further research opportunities

As noted, this conceptual study has explored the applicability and usefulness of
ICT implementation for ubiquitous networks to support vulnerable isolated citizens,
based on collaborative community initiatives. The exploration into the impact of ICT
and engaging catalytic stakeholders in communities should also be coordinated to
provide support that match the needs of vulnerable citizens during the COVID-19
lockdown situation.



This research aimed to build an analytical framework which will support the
expansion of the further academic discussion inviting interdisciplinary researchers and
practitioners to support vulnerable isolated citizens in the difficult COVID-19 outbreak.
This research is planned as an initial trigger for a collaborative research platform
focusing on the UN Sustainable Development Goals (e.g. good health and well-being;
industry, innovation and infrastructure; partnerships for goals), which will also provide
a co-creation and co-production paradigm to respond to societal issues that arise beyond
COVID-19.

The proposed framework needs to be verified and applied to current community
issues to develop actionable implications for community stakeholders. In doing so, the
analytical agenda should be narrowed down to specific ICT issues, including
standardisations. For instance, research can be collaborated with the multi-lateral policy
dialogue at the UN’s specialised organisation, the International Telecommunication
Union (ITU), focusing on coordinating global standards that contribute to harmonised
communities, even during the COVID-19 situation. According to the ITU,
‘telecommunication standards provide the technical foundations of the global ICT
ecosystem, binding together the rich diversity of ICT networks, devices and services
that have become so essential to business and daily life’ (2020).

The lessons we have been learning and the things we have been experiencing
during the difficult situation of lockdown have to be passed on from generation to
generation to support each other by building robust connected communities based on
ICT power; we should embrace the challenges of a complex transition to this higher
sphere for the good of us all.
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