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How humans behave with emerging technologies during the
COVID-19 pandemic?

An unprecedented pandemic, an unprecedented shift, and an unprec-

edented opportunity are three phrases that we have used to describe

the impacts of COVID-19 on human behavior with emerging technol-

ogies (Yan, 2020). First, COVID-19 is an unprecedented global pan-

demic across the world. It has been compared to the Second World

War, the Great Depression, and the 1918 Spanish Flu in terms of

unprecedented impacts on human behavior. Second, to control the

COVID-19 pandemic, various types of human behavior (e.g., shopping,

learning, working, meeting, and entertaining) shifted from offline to

online, resulting in an accelerated diffusion of emerging digital tech-

nologies among ordinary people, while the digital divide further

increases between citizens with and without access to the technolo-

gies. Third, unprecedented changes in both human behavior shifts and

emerging technology diffusion generate an unprecedented opportu-

nity for our research community to study technology-related behavior

in the global crisis.

To respond to the unprecedented impacts of the COVID-19 pan-

demic and to advance the field of human behavior with emerging

technologies, the journal has been seeking manuscripts urgently and

enthusiastically. In April of 2020, we announced a call for manuscripts

for a special issue on COVID-19 and Human Behavior with Emerging

Technologies. The responses from our community have been over-

whelmingly strong ever since. The process of submitting, reviewing,

editing, and producing has been unexpectedly smooth given the ongo-

ing pandemic. After about 8 months of work with our diligent authors

and thoughtful reviewers, now we are pleased to present to our

readers this special issue.

This special issue aimed to address a basic question: How do

humans behave with emerging technologies during the COVID-19

pandemic? It has 20 articles, doubling the regular number of 10 articles

per issue, which shows clear evidence of overwhelmingly strong

responses from our community. These 20 articles strived to answer

the basic question of the special issue from five different perspectives,

knowledge-synthesis, theoretically, methodologically, empirically, and

historically, and consequently have made unique scientific contribu-

tions to the field. Based on five different perspectives, we categorized

these 20 articles into five sections, which are briefly outlined below.

Together, the entire special issue provides one of the most compre-

hensive descriptions of human behavior with emerging technologies

during the COVID-19 pandemic across the world. Its most important

scientific contribution is that it has established the first scientific base-

line knowledge of complex interactions between human beings and

emerging technologies during a major crisis.

The first section of the special issue includes three review articles,

addressing the basic question of how humans behave with emerging

technologies during the COVID-19 pandemic from a knowledge-

synthesis perspective. Based on 50-years cognitive science research

(e.g., Loftus, 2005), Greenspan and Loftus (2020) have synthesized

the extensive literature on effects of misinformation on thoughts,

actions, and memories in a concise critical review. They pointed out a

shocking fact that the COVID-19 pandemic occurs in parallel with the

COVID-19 infodemic, that is, COVID-19 is currently penetrating both

the human body through physical contacts and the human mind

through digital contacts at the same time. Given this deep insight into

COVID-19, we place this article as the first one of the special issue.

The second review by Vargo, Zhu, Benwell, and Yan (2020) could be

considered the most comprehensive rapid review at this moment.

They have identified and synthesized 281 journal articles from multi-

ple disciplines published before June 2020 in a broad theoretical

framework and thus sketched out a large picture of the current knowl-

edge of how humans are using digital technologies during the

COVID-19 pandemic. Different from the first two reviews, Mbunge,

Akinnuwesi, Fashoto, Metfula, and Mashwama (2020) explicitly

focused on emerging technologies for tackling COVID-19. Their

review is a beautiful technical synthesis of strengths and challenges of

10 emerging technologies, that is, geospatial technology, artificial

intelligence, big data, telemedicine, blockchain, 5G technology, smart

applications, Internet of Medical Things, robotics, and additive

manufacturing in detecting, monitoring, diagnosing, screening, surveil-

lance, mapping, tracking, and creating awareness. A literature review

is a critical step for understanding the state of arts and for advancing

scientific knowledge. These three reviews provide a broad context for

readers to appreciate the special issue.

The second section of the special issue consists of two theoretical

articles, addressing the basic question of how humans behave with

emerging technologies during the COVID-19 pandemic from a theo-

retical perspective. Gaspar, Domingos, Brito, Leiras, Filipe, Raposo,

and Arriaga (2020) advanced an innovative theoretical model, the Cri-

sis Layers and Thresholds Model. They took the crisis management

and crisis communication perspective to consider human responses to

COVID-19, stressed the importance of achieving crisis resilience

rather than crisis resolution, and suggested a crisis sensing approach

mediated with information and communication technologies (espe-

cially social media) to monitor social sensors for management of the

COVID-19 crisis. As a truly international team, Starcevic, Schimmenti,

Billieux, and Berle (2020) took the perspective of public health and
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clinic Psychiatry, specified a psychiatric symptom cyberchondria

(i.e., worrying excessively about health and seeking excessively for

online health information), advanced a five-factor model theorizing

cyberchondria during public health crises, and provided theory-based

suggestions for prevention and intervention of cyberchondria during

the COVID-19 pandemic. Theoretical articles are difficult to develop

but much needed to advance a field. These two theoretical articles

present two latest theorizing efforts in understanding digital technolo-

gies and current pandemic and future crises.

The third section has three methodological articles, presenting

three technological tools, (a) eMoodie for collecting mobile data

passively (Domoff, Banga, Borgen, Foley, Robinson, Avery, Gentile,

2020), (b) SCD-MVA for conducting single-case experiments

(Moeyaert, Bursali, Ferron, 2020), and (c) thematic maps for visualizing

local COVID-19 pandemic development (Li, 2020). The history of sci-

ence indicates that methodological advances often lead to major

research breakthroughs. These three methodological articles, by

designing, implementing, and validating new technical tools are exam-

ples of what the field really needs to improve the current knowledge

significantly.

The fourth section includes four empirical articles. We have

received about 50 submissions of empirical studies. However, many

of them are quite similar, focusing on similar questions about the tran-

sition to online teaching and using similar survey methods with simple

questionnaires. As a result, many of them have not generated impor-

tant empirical evidence worth of publication. In contrast, the four

empirical studies published in the special issue (Evers, Greenfield, &

Evers, 2020; Su, Wu, Li, Xue, Zhu, 2020, Elhai, McKay, Yang, Minaya,

Montag, & Asmundson, 2020; Brown & Greenfield, 2020) are

thoughtful and innovative, addressing unique and profound research

questions and using novel and feasible research methods. Thus, these

studies have made significant contributions to the empirical literature

on human behavior and emerging technologies during the pandemic.

Empirical studies are a foundation of a field of research by describing,

explaining, and intervening a wide variety of phenomena scientifically.

Overall, our current empirical studies on COVID-19 and emerging

technologies are essentially descriptive rather than explanatory or

interventional. As demanded by scientific advancement and public

health practice, we really look forward to seeing more explanatory or

interventional studies in the near future.

The last section consists of nine case studies. The first case study

(Zhu, 2020) reports an extremely popular video game called Animal

Crossing: New Horizons that has been played worldwide during the

COVID-19 pandemic. This study has drawn attention from major

media worldwide after it was recently published online as an Early

View paper. The other eight case studies include two from Africa

(Hadjeris, 2020; Tarisayi & Munyaradzi, 2020), two from the United

States (Haji-Georgi, Xu, & Rosca, 2020; Yan, S., 2020), two from Asia

(Mahmood, 2020; Toquero & Talidong, 2020), and two from Europe

(Westeren, Kjerkol, Linset, 2020; Zawacki-Richter, 2020). These case

studies are priceless, generating authentic historical records about

how humans used technologies in battling against COVID-19 across

the world. Many of them might inspire and motivate new productive

research programs.

The year of 2020 is ending and the year of 2021 is approaching.

At present, the COVID-19 pandemic is still taking thousands of lives

every day across the world. Humans' battle against it might continue

until at least 2024 (Kissler, Tedijanto, Goldstein, Grad, &

Lipsitch, 2020). Thus, this special issue marks not only the end of our

initial efforts in publishing useful research on COVID-19 and emerging

technologies but also the beginning of our continued efforts in dis-

seminating usable knowledge of COVID-19 and emerging technolo-

gies. Furthermore, while 2020 is an unprecedented year in the history

of human beings, it is also an unprecedented year in the history of sci-

entific research. In early 2020 when the pandemic broke out, we

could hardly see relevant publications (e.g., Li, Wang, Xue, Zhao, &

Zhu, 2020; Ting, Carin, Dzau, & Wong, 2020). However, within just a

few months, hundreds and hundreds of research publications have

rapidly been emerging. Many academic publishers (e.g., Wiley) and

many journal editors (e.g., three of us) have been overwhelmed by the

large number of submissions to handle. More thoughtful, impactful,

and innovative studies (e.g., Beaunoyer, Dupéré, & Guitton, 2020;

Budd et al., 2020; Ferretti et al., 2020; Ndiaye, Oyewobi, Abu-Mah-

fouz, Hancke, Kurien, & Djouani, 2020; Sawyer, 2020) have been

emerging during the process while we were editing this special issue.

We have published three articles (Bao, 2020; Jiang, Chen, Yan,

Lerman, & Ferrara, 2020; Skulmowski & Rey, 2020) in Issue 3 of 2020

through an expedited process in responding to the urgent needs

before this special issue and will continue publishing COVID-

19-related articles after this special issue. We hope that this special

issue will inspire more “good work” (Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, &

Damon, 2001). When humans become more effective in adapting to

and mitigating against the unprecedented pandemic in the coming

months, we will have a better scientific knowledge to answer the

question of how humans behave with emerging technologies during

global crises and in daily lives.
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