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Editorial on the Special Issue

Digital Democracy and Emergency Preparedness: Engaging the Public in Public Health

INTRODUCTION

The intersection of digital technology and democratic processes presents a transformative avenue for
enhancing public health responses during health emergencies. This special issue, titled “Digital
Democracy and Emergency Preparedness: Engaging the Public in Public Health,” explores how
digital platforms and democratic engagement can work together to strengthen EP (emergency
preparedness) and response mechanisms. The advent of digital technology has revolutionized the
way information is disseminated and how communities engage with health authorities. From social
media campaigns to mobile health apps, digital tools offer unprecedented opportunities for public
participation in health-related decision-making processes [1–3]. This paradigm shift towards DD
(digital democracy) in public health not only facilitates real-time communication and feedback but
also empowers communities, ensuring their voices are heard and their needs addressed in times
of crisis [4].

However, leveraging DD for public health is not without its challenges. Issues such as the digital
divide, privacy concerns, fragmented governance structures, and the spread of misinformation
pose significant hurdles to effective engagement [5–9]. Despite these challenges, the potential
benefits of integrating digital tools with democratic practices in emergency preparedness are very
promising [4].

This special issue explores critical aspects of public health during the COVID-19 pandemic,
including communication strategies in nursing homes in Southern Switzerland Bernardi et al., the
impact of social media overload on depressive symptoms among Chinese students Xie et al., the role
of communicative behaviors and organizational reputation in shaping public health intentions
Akbulut, public sentiment toward easing COVID-19 measures in China Xin et al., and the use of
digital diary methodologies to capture real-time insights and amplify diverse voices during crises
Kaiser-Grolimund et al.

THE ROLE OF DIGITAL DEMOCRACY IN PUBLIC HEALTH

DD offers a novel approach to confronting public health challenges, as digital platforms can be used
to foster a more engaged and informed public [10]. This digital engagement is crucial for

Edited by:
Nino Kuenzli,

Swiss Tropical and Public Health
Institute (Swiss TPH), Switzerland

*Correspondence
Sonja Merten,

sonja.merten@swisstph.ch

†ORCID:
Giovanni Spitale

orcid.org/0000-0002-6812-0979
Nikola Biller-Andorno

orcid.org/0000-0001-7661-1324
Federico Germani

orcid.org/0000-0002-5604-0437
Sonja Merten

orcid.org/0000-0003-4115-106X

This Special Issue Editorial is part of the
IJPH Special Issue “Digital Democracy

and Emergency Preparedness:
Engaging the Public in Public Health”

Received: 02 October 2024
Accepted: 12 December 2024
Published: 20 December 2024

Citation:
Spitale G, Biller-Andorno N, Germani F

and Merten S (2024) Digital
Democracy and Emergency

Preparedness: Engaging the Public in
Public Health.

Int J Public Health 69:1608004.
doi: 10.3389/ijph.2024.1608004

Int J Public Health | Owned by SSPH+ | Published by Frontiers December 2024 | Volume 69 | Article 16080041

International Journal of Public Health
SPECIAL ISSUE EDITORIAL
published: 20 December 2024

doi: 10.3389/ijph.2024.1608004

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/ijph.2024.1608004&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-12-20
https://www.ssph-journal.org/researchtopic/19
https://doi.org/10.3389/ijph.2024.1606583
https://doi.org/10.3389/ijph.2023.1606404
https://doi.org/10.3389/ijph.2023.1606301
https://doi.org/10.3389/ijph.2023.1606074
https://doi.org/10.3389/ijph.2024.1606912
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:sonja.merten@swisstph.ch
mailto:sonja.merten@swisstph.ch
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6812-0979
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7661-1324
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5604-0437
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4115-106X
https://doi.org/10.3389/ijph.2024.1608004
https://doi.org/10.3389/ijph.2024.1608004


disseminating health-related information [3, 11, 12], for
empowering communities to participate actively in health
decision-making processes, and for building resilient health
systems [13, 14].

Community empowerment in public health is one of the aims
of the UN Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction [15].
DD facilitates this empowerment: incorporating it into public
health initiatives aligns with the Sendai Framework’s call for a
more inclusive and participatory approach to disaster risk
management. This two-way exchange enhances the
transparency and accountability of public health initiatives and
ensures that EP and response strategies are grounded in
community knowledge and experience [4, 13, 14]. By adopting
DD tools, public health authorities can move beyond top-down
communication, leading to a more dynamic, inclusive, and
empowering approach to health governance.

EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS AND
PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

Public engagement in the context of EP involves active
participation, collaboration, and empowerment of
communities to take charge of their health and safety. A truly
resilient public health system is one that incorporates the public
as a key stakeholder in this preparation [16–18]. Thus, engaging
the public in EP involves educating communities, promoting a
culture of preparedness. This ensures that emergency plans are
reflective of and responsive to the needs and vulnerabilities of
different communities, so that strategies are both effective and
equitable [15]. Engaging the public helps to build trust between
health authorities and communities. Trust facilitates the positive
reception of accurate information and the negative reception of
mis/disinformation, which undermines emergency response
efforts [17, 19, 20]. Moreover, by involving local communities
in the planning process of EP, authorities can harness local
knowledge and insights, which are valuable for the creation of
locally relevant EP measures [21–23]. DD plays a fundamental
role in facilitating this engagement [3, 10, 12].

Effective EP thus requires a paradigm shift from a top-down
approach to a collaborative model that values and incorporates
public input [13]. This shift enhances the effectiveness of
preparedness measures through the promotion of resilient
communities. Arguably, engaging the public in EP is not just a
strategic necessity, but also a moral obligation to ensure that
communities are not merely passive recipients of monitoring or
interventions, but active participants in safeguarding their health
and wellbeing.

CHALLENGES AND ETHICAL
CONSIDERATIONS

The integration of DD into public health comes with its
challenges and ethical considerations [9, 10]. These issues
must be carefully considered to ensure that the benefits of
digital engagement are realized without compromising

individual rights or exacerbating existing inequalities. For
example, the digital divide [24]: access to digital technologies
presents significant disparities, and this can limit the effectiveness
of DD initiatives. Privacy concerns represent another significant
challenge. DD approaches in EP involve the collection, storage,
and analysis of personal data. Without stringent data protection
measures, there is a risk of privacy breaches, which can
undermine public trust and deter participation [25, 26]. The
rapid spread of infodemics can have profound consequences,
undermining public health efforts and leading to confusion and
panic. Combating infodemics while respecting freedom of
expression requires a delicate balance [27–29]. Ethical
considerations also extend to the design and implementation
of DD initiatives, which should engage communities without
reinforcing existing power imbalances. Participatory design
processes can help ensure that digital tools are accessible, user-
friendly, and culturally sensitive [13, 30, 31].

Conclusion
The articles presented in this special issue highlight the
importance of integrating DD into EP strategies. The
convergence of digital tools and democratic engagement
presents a powerful avenue to enhance public health responses
to emergencies and to build more resilient communities,
leveraging technology that facilitates communication and
participation, using bottom-up and bi-directional approaches
[4]. This special issue also underlines substantial gaps in our
understanding and application of DD approaches in public
health. It is evident that there is a strong need for continued
research, innovation, and interdisciplinary collaboration. Thus,
the advancements highlighted within these pages serve as a
foundation for future work.

The journey towards integrating DD into public health EP is
full of challenges. However, the potential rewards—more resilient
communities, enhanced public engagement, and more effective
emergency responses—underline the relevance of continuing
these efforts.
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