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ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic has pushed unexpected hardship on the
health, environment, economic, and social-political governance
of the entire human population. Local communities have adopted
new ways of communicating and connecting to support each other.
This paper reports people’s attitudes towards online community
support initiatives (OCSIs) during the COVID-19 pandemic based
on a survey conducted in the UK. Our analysis of responses from
699 participants suggests the increased use of social media sites and
OCSI engagement since the pandemic, and that people had positive
attitudes towards the OCSIs, but improvements were still required.
We suggest four design implications to alleviate the challenges of
using OCSIs.
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1 INTRODUCTION AND RELATED WORK

Since the infectious disease COVID-19 was announced as a pan-
demic by the WHO (World Health Organization) on 11th March
2020, many countries implemented social distancing measures and
regional and national lockdown. It has been acknowledged that
this pandemic has significantly affected economic conditions, as
well as physical and mental health globally [14]. Remarkably, there
is also evidence that the COVID-19 pandemic has also prompted
‘catastrophe compassion’ [27], which refers to prosocial behaviors
during times of crisis such as natural disasters and terrorist attacks.
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a surge in commu-
nity support initiatives and mutual aid groups [10]. For instance, in
the UK, 750,000 people registered to be a National Health Service
(NHS) Volunteer Responder within three days of the first call for
volunteers [12].

With increasing attention on coping with the COVID-19 pan-
demic [2, 3, 7, 11, 13, 16, 21], people adopted a plethora of digital
tools and technologies either for shifting offline activities to online
or for complementing offline activities. For example, public health
sectors have deployed contact-tracing applications in response to
the need to trace those who may have been in physical proximity
to confirmed cases [1]. Community support initiatives also adapted
quickly by using digital technologies such as Zoom and Skype for
online group calls, and Google Drive for shared collaborations. So-
cial network platforms have played essential roles in connecting
people and information sharing during the pandemic [26]. Tsao et
al. [22] reviewed 81 studies of social media data conducted from
November 2019 to November 2020 and found that social media had
been used for disease control, surveillance, and for disseminating
information. Based on the observations of 851 mutual aid groups
using Facebook and Google Drive, Knearem et al. [8] suggested
the design implications for pandemic-related mutual aid platforms,
such as standardizing help requests and providing mechanisms for
validating user profile and promoting conversational interaction.
To the best of our knowledge, little literature explores the public’s
attitudes towards the online community support initiatives (OCSIs)
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Our goal was not to explore how people use ICT technologies to
support mutual aid efforts during the COVID-19 pandemic, rather
our study emphasized getting an initial understanding of people’s
awareness and attitudes towards the OCSIs at the time of crisis.
Specifically, we asked the following research questions: 1) how did
the public feel about the use of OCSIs? 2) what design features
on OCSI platforms were important for supporting the community
effectively during the crisis? We conducted an online survey in the
UK from the first day of lockdown in the UK between 23rd March
2020 to 5th July 2021. In this paper, we report the preliminary
findings based on responses from 699 participants. We also suggest
several design implications for technologies that serve to facilitate
community self-support in the time of crisis.

2 METHOD

An online survey was conducted in the UK via the online survey
platform Qualtrics. Participants were recruited via the research
group website (https://citizenforensics.org/study., survey circle
(https://www.surveycircle.com., and via social media using offi-
cial university accounts and those of the researchers. Participants
were recruited between 23rd March 2020 and 5th July 2021. We
asked questions about social media use and online community sup-
port initiative engagement before and since 11" March 2020 (when
COVID-19 has been announced as a pandemic by WHO) and at-
titudes towards the government’s actions. This was followed by
an open-ended question asking participants to describe positive
experiences/feelings/thoughts since COVID-19 started and finally
demographics. Participants were given the option to withdraw their
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participation at any time. 699 participants responded to the sur-
vey questions, 520 participants provided their age, which ranged
between 16 and 80 (mean age of 43 years old), 515 participants
disclosed their gender (420 female, 88 male, 5 non-binaries, 2 trans-
gender), and 184 participants did not report their gender. Most
participants had a university education (44.9%), followed by post-
graduate (27.8%), college (18.9%), and secondary education (8.1%).
Thematic analysis [5] was used to analyze the responses of open-
ended questions. Participants were assigned unique participant
numbers between P1 and P699, and gender and age were also re-
ported.

3 FINDINGS

The preliminary findings focus on people’s attitudes towards so-
cial media use, the experience of OCSIs (including satisfaction,
challenges, and desired design features), followed by their positive
experiences during the pandemic.

3.1 Attitudes towards Social Media Use

Findings show that the most popular social media platform is What-
sApp (81.4%), followed by YouTube (74.4%), Facebook (72.3%), In-
stagram (51.9%), and Twitter (41.6%) (see Figure 1). The frequency
of Internet use among participants increased after the WHO an-
nounced COVID-19 as a pandemic. Specifically, the number of
participants who reported using the Internet serval times a day
increased from 54.6% to 68.5%, an increase of 13.9%. COVID-19
related media consumption also increased over this period, from
21.9% to 49.6%.

The use of social media differed before and since the announce-
ment of the pandemic. First, many participants reported using social
media sites with increased frequency since the pandemic was an-
nounced. For example, “drastically increased” or “tripled use” (P99,
F, 25; P44, M, 68) were reported, and this might be because “practic-
ing strict social distancing and self-isolation for consecutive weeks...I
spend approximately 10-12+ hours browsing different social media
sites and spend roughly 2-4hours daily watching the news for COVID-
19 updates.” (P99, F, 25). Second, participants reported new or dif-
ferent purposes for using social media sites since the pandemic:
giving other people information rose by 25.9%; finding out
about local businesses rose by 14.9%; and keeping updated on
local news or events rose by 14.3%. Participant P6 (F, 49) reported
different purposes for using social media before (for organizing
private events) and since the pandemic (for work), and participants
were “more likely to post comments now than before” (P135, F, 50),
“chat with people normally wouldn’t on a regular basis” (P219, F, 55),
and “using social media (YouTube) for fitness” (P285, F, 30).

Whilst there were challenges such as “scammers and fake news”
(P109, F, 42) and “distressing with a lot of negativity” (P458, F, 27),
social media was considered to be a positive place by most partici-
pants. Comments included “Although there are always trolls online,
the majority of people have also become more caring, helpful, and
supportive online” (P224, F, 45), “whilst negative. . .many people feel
relatable and it has been fun to relax and find new interesting things
e.g., feel-good/positive Instagram accounts, YouTube channels” (P233,
F, 21). Some participants also rejoined social media platforms, i.e.,
“I had deleted Facebook for several months prior to the pandemic as a
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Figure 1: The social media sites used by 699 participants.
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An App (e.g. Ring)
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A reporting tool using artificial intelligence (e.g. a chatbot)
A hotline or one-to-one chat via a website or App

| have not used a system
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I 10.4%
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I 18.7%
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Figure 2: The type of systems that people used to join OCSIs.

’social media break’, however, reactivated it when the lockdown was
announced to keep in touch/see the reactions of others on my social
media” (P177, F, 30).

3.2 Attitudes towards Online Community
Support Initiatives

Our survey shows that 67.8% of participants thought people in their
community provided support to others. Community support initia-
tives were set up via websites or social media groups (e.g., Facebook,
WhatsApp, Nextdoor, Instagram, Reddit) to carry out practical and
mental support. Digital technologies were adopted to take requests
from people who needed help and/or to organize volunteering in
their local area, e.g., pairing vulnerable people living along with
volunteers (P120, F, 29).

The findings show that awareness and engagement of OCSIs
increased since 11" March 2020: 71% of participants reported that
they have seen or heard of OCSIs, an increase of 46% compared
with before the pandemic was announced. They also demonstrate
the increasing number of participants who engaged with OCSIs
before the pandemic was announced (26%) compared with after
it was announced (41%). From Figure 2, social media sites were
the most popular systems used for taking part in OCSIs during
the pandemic (79.9%), followed by information platforms (54.5%),
then digital hotlines or one-to-one chats (18.7%). The word cloud
(Figure 3) generated from 128 participants’ knowledge of specific

OCSIs systems indicates that Facebook and websites of community
support groups were two main digital channels for community
support initiatives to promote and provide mutual aid.

3.2.1 Satisfaction of Using OCSIs. Our findings show that most
participants were positive towards using OCSIs: 66% of 189 partici-
pants who engaged in OCSIs reported gaining positive experience
from OCSIs. For example, participants noted that OCSIs were “work-
ing really well” (P112, F, 64), “almost everyone gets at least some help
if they ask for it” (P224, F, 45), “Being part of the community without
needing to leave my house” (P12, F, 66). “I have found this (OCSI)
immensely helpful and engaged in activities outside of those I would
normally participate in. This is a good way of maintaining contact
whilst being isolated” (P42, F, 54).

Our preliminary data analysis shows 230 participants disclosed
their emotions associated with OCSI engagement: the majority re-
ported that OCSIs made them feel calmer (81.3%), more empowered
(86.5%), and more reassured (87.4%). 228 participants provided satis-
faction ratings of using online technology for community support,
and it is seen that most participants (57%) were satisfied with the
OCSIs (see Figure 4. Avg= 3.5 out of 5, mode =4).

3.2.2  Challenges of OCSls. Three main challenges of using OCSIs
were highlighted. First, our participants had privacy concerns
when considering joining OCSIs, i.e., P223 (F, 52) concerned to be
identified online and she considered to do volunteering “where she
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Figure 3: The word cloud generated based on OCSI systems seen or heard of by 128 participants who experienced OCSIs.
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Figure 4: The distribution of satisfaction ratings of using OC-
SIs from 228 participants (1=lowest, 5=highest).

is likely to be at least identified online”. One co-chair of OCSIs (F,
58) indicated her worries about information sharing: “I am wary of
new initiatives. . .newcomers are able to take data from the vulnerable
which is a worry and a threat for exploitation and crime.” Second,
the digital exclusion of vulnerable populations was mentioned.
As participant P86 (F,54) claimed: OCSI “falls short when elderly
people do not have this technology or access to technology and leaves
them vulnerable and open to mental health issues”; “. . .flyers through
letterboxes (are) more effective at reaching the elderly than online”
(P13, F, 49). Participant P643 (F, 65) listed the disadvantages of us-
ing digital technology, which might have biases: “The problem with
relying on technology is that it misses out on many older people. The
government takes too much notice of Twitter which does not reflect
the views of the majority” Third, misinformation was reported
as causing concerns which need official verifications from official
sources, such as the government. For instance, “issues like school
opening, testing, and lockdown on the places like Twitter and Mum-
snet, I've no evidence that it’s actually initiated by the government”
(P449, F, 45)); Participant P348 (F,44) encouraged involvement from
the government: “I think the government can usefully review what
communities and groups can and are achieving via social media and
websites/support groups and so on; then they can learn how they can

support/inform and add value to the group activities rather than police
them or fire off meaningless "help’ or government edicts..” Participants
also mentioned other reasons for not joining OCSIs, including “do
not know a good one [OCSI]” P588 (F, 67), no time to involve in OCSI
due to own role of key workers or caring responsibilities.

3.2.3 Important Features of OCSlIs. 534 Participants also rated the
importance of functionalities and expected features that OCSIs
should support, see Figure 5. It is found that including blind/deaf
accessibility, level of autonomy control (including allowing users
to choose the level of anonymity and to engage at any time), and
referral to professional resources were rated by most participants
as very important features of effective OCSI platforms.

3.3 Community Spirit and Positivity

Our survey asked participants to “think about positive experiences,
thoughts, and feelings that you have had since COVID-19 started
to impact your life”. Findings show that 264 participants reflected
on positive experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic towards
themselves, family, community, and the environment. It was sur-
prising to find a great presence of positive community spirit and a
sense of community (which amounted to 29% of 264 participants
who responded to this question). Comments included: people “be-
ing more friendly” (P111, F, 56), “showing concern for one another”
(P195, F, 61; P187, F, 65), and “are happy to chat in the street” (P125,
F, 64), “know neighborhoods better” (P179, F, 62; P212, F, 64). The
elderly felt being “looked after and important to the community” (P6,
F, 49). “So many people have reached out to check on me. Many people
have offered me help.” (P224, F, 45). Compared with pre-pandemic,
“community feeling” (P50, F, 21), “sense of community” (P80, F, 20),
and “community spirit” has improved (P49, F, 60; P140, F, 21), “it
has brought people in the community together that do not know each
other and wouldn’t otherwise had met or speak” (P175, F, 28).
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Figure 5: 534 responses on the very important features that an effective OCSI platform should have.

It also appeared self-initiated local community support groups
provided mutual benefits. Participants who helped others indicated
that supporting others in the community gave them a “feel good
factor” (P12, F, 64), and support providers also received support from
others: “Since covid-19 I've engaged more with elderly neighbors who
I shop for daily, I suffer from PTSD and was able to receive counseling
via phone calls weekly which have really helped” (P202, F, 34).

4 DISCUSSION

The aim of the present study was to examine people’s attitudes
towards online community support initiatives (OCSIs) and how
they were used. Findings indicate that social media sites and in-
dividual websites were increasingly used for communication and
conducting pro-social practice since COVID-19 was declared as a
global pandemic by WHO. Although most participants were posi-
tive toward the OCSIs and expressed satisfaction with using OCSIs
overall, several challenges were also highlighted. Together with par-
ticipants’ opinions on important features of OCSIs, we suggest four
design implications for effective OCSI platforms: self-controlled
engagement, increased accessibility, authority involvement, and
promoting positivity.

Self-controlled Engagement. Findings indicate that the ability to
control the level of anonymity and engagement at any time was
rated as very important by participants. Privacy control was also
of concern for community support organizers and OCSI volunteers.
Moreover, people can have multiple roles during their engagement
with community support initiatives [8], for example, a supporter
could become a person who needs help. This opens a great op-
portunity for community-led mutual aid technology designers to
consider interventions that minimize victimization [20], as well
as leveraging technological solutions to provide broad levels of
information disclosure and autonomy throughout the duration of
OCSI engagement such as flexible role change.

Increasing Accessibility. Findings correspond to previous research
[9] which indicates that grass-root communities implemented al-
ternative ways of engaging digitally excluded groups such as the
elderly and populations who have no or limited access to the digital

world. Our survey also shows people’s attitudes on the importance
of including disabled populations (for example, via blind and/or
deaf accessibility) into OCSIs during crises such as the COVID-19
pandemic. Additional research is needed to explore the efficient
and effective interventions addressing the digital divide [23].

Authority Involvement. Our findings indicate that knowledge and
information from professionals and authorities (e.g., government)
were highly valued by participants. We noticed a similar phenome-
non called “infodemic” [22], which quickly disseminated misinfor-
mation and fake news on social media sites. It is believed that the
government’s role is crucial in promoting reliable information. And
the involvement of official authorities such as the government in
the community support initiatives could build mutually beneficial
relationships between to community and officials.

Promoting Positive Experience in the Community. Our preliminary
findings join recent research in pro-social behavior during the
COVID-19 pandemic [17, 24, 27] at a societal level. Positive impacts
of engaging with OCSIs on people’s emotions were reported, which
is in line with Varma et al’s research [24] of pro-social behavior,
effectively bringing emotional benefits to individuals during the
uncertain global pandemic [24]. Findings indicate that social bonds
were developed or further strengthened online during this COVID-
19 pandemic [17]. Community engagement facilitated by OCSIs
further could increase social connections and social capital [25],
which in turn improves the wellbeing of individuals. OCSI platform
designers have obligations to promote pro-social behavior during
a time of crisis. Riva [18] suggested that our experience may be
manipulated by technologies, thus it is recommended that positive
computing technology [19] might be a good starting point to design
such technological interactions which invoke positive behavioral
change such as pro-social and pro-environmental behaviors of
individuals and communities in the long term.

4.1 Limitations

Our survey had several limitations. An important limitation is that
our 699 participants consisted of significantly more females than
males, which inherently limits the generalizability of our findings.
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However, the high rate of female participants was consistent with
previous research recruited participants online [6, 15] and other
studies relevant to COVID-19 [11]. Also, our open-ended question
prompted the participants to emphasize and reflect upon positive
experiences and emotions, but it is acknowledged that people from
different cultures may answer the question differently. For example,
people living in a collectivist culture might reflect differently from
those with an individualistic culture [4].

4.2 Strengths and Practical Contribution

Despite these limitations, the present study had several strengths.
First, it captured the reflective responses on the OCSIs and posi-
tive experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, the present
study provided novel empirical evidence of public attitudes and
emotions of engaging in mutual aid groups. Third, our findings
provide insights for technology designers, which could provide
valuable insight when designing online community support plat-
forms during a global crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic.

The findings of our work show that OCSIs play an important
role in supporting communities during the COVID-19 pandemic.
However, there are still challenges in involving this trend of mutual-
aid groups. We found that, in the UK, people trust government
sources of information and value the authority of government in
facilitating OCSIs. Therefore, it is encouraged that government
could get involve in OCSIs, for example, collaborating with charities
or other third-party organizations, validating the information, and
signposting support available.

5 CONCLUSION

This paper reports the preliminary findings of a survey asking the
public attitudes towards online community support initiatives. We
illustrated public attitudes towards their use of social media sites
and OCSIs. People have positive attitudes about the use of OCSIs,
however, challenges were also noted: (1) lack of privacy control, (2)
digital exclusion, and (3) misinformation. Based on the literature
and the important design features rated by the participants, we
recommend consideration of four design implications for OCSI
platforms: (1) self-controlled engagement, (2) increased accessibility,
(3) authority involvement, and (4) promoting positivity.
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