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This research is based on the following 
publication

• Lee, C.S. (2021). "Contact tracing apps for self-quarantine in South 
Korea: rethinking datafication and dataveillance in the COVID-19 
age", Online Information Review, 45(4): 810-829.



Background

• COVID-19 was first documented in China, and the virus was soon to be 
introduced to its neighbor – South Korea – on January 20, 2020.

• South Korea, one of the earliest countries to initiate a national 
pandemic response to COVID-19 with fairly substantial measures at the 
individual, societal and governmental level, is an interesting example of 
a rapid response to the disease in the Global South (Lee, 2020).



COVID-19 in South Korea

• As of 8/29/2021, 248,568 individuals were contracted with COVID-19 (235,117 individuals (95%) had the virus inside South 
Korea, the rest were from outside of the country).
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Self-quarantine in South Korea

• Self-quarantine in the context of COVID-19
• self-isolation for those who were international or domestic 

passengers by air and, thus, were suspected to be infected with the 
virus as a result of said travel.

• Since May 15, 2020, those who have traveled back to South Korea from 
other countries needed to follow stringent rules upon their arrival at 
Incheon Airport. 
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• Individuals installed the COVID-19 
Self-Diagnosis App on their 
smartphone to report their 
temperature before walking 
through immigration. 

• The Self-quarantine Safety Protection App, 
which aims to keep the government 
updated with recent travelers’ self-
diagnoses of their health conditions (e.g.
high fever, cough, sore throat, dyspnea) 
twice a day, is for those who entered South 
Korea from overseas and keeps all 
selfrecorded data private. People’s manual 
input information does not go public.



The current research

• This study explores a contact tracing mobile app for those who practice 
self-quarantine named the Self-quarantine Safety Protection App  
through a lens of dataveillance and datafication.

• This research examines what contact tracing means to those who experienced 
contact tracing in different roles, as well as how they make sense of their contact 
tracing experiences.

• This study uses an Internet ethnography approach to collect and 
analyze data.

• In the COVID-19 pandemic era, this method is particularly useful to 
gain access to those who are affected by the situation.



Self-tracking applications and contact tracing 
apps in the COVID-19 era

• Self-tracking health applications, in particular those used to track and monitor the spread of COVID-19, 
inherently depend upon the accurate input of different types of personal data.

• Contact tracing apps 
• For use by infected individuals

• As of 2020, 48 countries, not including South Korea, used COVID tracking (for infected individuals) 
utilizing Bluetooth, Location, Google/Apple and DT-3T technologies (Gilmor, 2020). Applications 
for contact tracing function as a way of keeping track of movement and these reshape ways in 
which people live and move and interact with each other (Aouragh et al., 2020; Kitchin, 2020). 
Contact tracing mobile devices can be used on a proximity-sensing base (Xia and Lee, 2020). 
Singapore’s TraceTogether is such an example (e.g. Goggin, 2020; Lee and Lee, 2020). 

• For the self-quarantined who have potentially, but are not confirmed to have, contracted the virus. 
• South Korea’s tracing applications include a feature that monitors movement to prevent those 

who are on the tracking radar from taking unauthorized leave from their designated quarantine 
location (“mudan ital bangji”).



Figure 1. The quarantine processes of Korean and 
foreign nationals upon arrival to South Korea



Framework: Datafication and dataveillance

Datafication
• “a legitimate means to access, 

understand and monitor 
people’s behavior with data” 
(van Dijck, 2014, p. 198)

• Datafication is used to 
understand how self-diagnosis 
and personal information data 
that are stored in the App are 
datafied.

Dataveillance
• Continuous surveillance through 

the use of data (Lee, 2019; van 
Dijck, 2014).

• How people’s data is used as a 
tool in the process of surveilling 
and socially controlling people 
during this coronavirus 
pandemic.



Internet ethnography
• Internet ethnography is a fairly new methodology, compared to traditional ethnography, in that it has only existed 

since the invention of the Internet and is based on online observations, interviews and content analysis of what is 
happening in cyberspace (Sade-Beck, 2004). 

• The authentic public documentation of people’s lived experiences makes it a beneficial approach for collecting data. 



Data & methods

• The data were collected and derived from publicly accessible web forums and blogs in 
South Korea. 

• The data were collected from May 15 to July 31, 2020, as May 15 is when the South 
Korean government’s self-quarantine measures for inbound travelers took effect 
(Ministry of Health and Welfare, 2020a). 

• I conducted a keyword search of COVID-19-related keywords (“i.e., COVID-19,” 
“corona,” “coronavirus”) with keywords related to “self-tracking” (i.e. “jaga keokli” 
(“self-isolation),” “keokli” (“isolation”), “jaga keokli application” (“self-isolation app”)) 
on Naver’s blog entries and online cafes threads. 

• These sites are extensively written in Korean, but as the focus of this research is on 
Korean citizens’ understanding of the COVID-19 self-tracking applications, I paid 
attention to the possibility that some threads may be written in languages other than 
Korean and excluded them from the data set. 



Data collection (con’t)

• The data collected were available publicly, which means the original 
posters allow others to read, copy and paste without any requisite 
permission. While online information and data available on the Internet 
are usually considered public (Beneito-Montagut, 2011), in order to 
avoid potential ethical issues, I removed all personally identifiable 
information. Following a protocol of using screen captures from the 
Internet (Beneito-Montagut, 2011), all the images collected and 
obtained from Naver were anonymized and any personal/identifiable 
information was removed.



Data analysis

• To analyze data, they were first saved into an Excel file. The data were 
individually imported and analyzed using NVivo software. 

• In the process of manual data coding/collection, various themes and codes 
emerged from the data and were noted. 

• Codes and themes were created from initial readings of each data entry, and 
analyses of the data were produced along these identified codes and themes.

• A second person and I coded all of the data separately and then regrouped to 
check and code a sample of the data to verify our coding was consistent and 
reliable. The resulting intercoder reliability was 0.86, which is considerably 
reliable (Landis and Koch, 1977).



Self-quarantined Koreans’ experiences with 
the self-protection COVID-19 application



Datafication of self-quarantined information

• Blogger A, who came back to South Korea on 
July 2, 2020, wrote, 

“The App is mandatory for those who returned to 
South Korea. I have to diagnose my health at 10 in the 
morning and 7 in the evening and save the 
information in the App. My information from the self-
quarantine period is captured in the App. It’s like a 
diary” (Jeeyoung, July 2, 2020). 

Self-quarantined’s
information in the
Self-Protection
COVID-19 App



Dataveillance through one’s own personal, 
biometric, health and location data
• While datafication and dataveillance are 

interrelated mechanisms for the Self-
Protection COVID-19 App, some self-
quarantined Koreans’ public opinions show 
disagreement and tensions in places where 
dataveillance was noticed. 

Users’ agreement on personal &location 
tracking information



Passive dataveillance via personal data

• By default, the user must enter their personal information into the App. At least within the bounds of 
this Internet ethnographic study, almost no one seemed to care, nor seriously attempted to withhold 
their personal information from the App. 

• Blogger XX commented,
“you know, as our very first step, I need to put all my personal information [in here]. I do not feel 
comfortable about this, but what can I do? I came back to my country from abroad, so there is no 
way out. If I do not do this, police might target me. . .” The sense that the information requested via 
the App is highly personal, yet inescapable is no coincidence. Indeed, some of the personal data 
collected through the App are clearly classified as personal information.

• In the Korean Personal Information Protection Act, enacted in 2014, personal information refers to 
information that identifies a particular individual by his or her full name, resident registration number 
and/or image. In reality, available personal information becomes public data via datafied applications. 
In doing so, the application and the government become agents of dataveillance.



Dataveillance via (missing) health data



Dataveillance via the 
application’s GPS



Dataveillance via the 
application’s “untraceable” GPS 
location



Dataveillance via the application’s “untraceable” 
GPS location
Dataveillance through the App was happening in accordance with datafication of users’ 
information on the App. The notification in Figure warns, “Your phone’s motion was not 
detected for some time, it was reported to your contact tracer/case worker.” The blogger 
Minho who posted this image complained, “It is troublesome. Just because I am self-
quarantining, I do not always hold onto my phone (If I take a nap or use the computer, two 
or three hours just fly by)” (Minho, July 5, 2020). 

When your eyes should be open, according to South Korean standards. . . day and night. If 
your phone is just lying still for about three hours, the App thinks you left the phone behind 
and went out. When there is an alert message from the App such as, “Nomotion was 
detected for some time, please check in,” you must check, “Verify” or “Yes.” 

Like him, some passengers who traveled back to South Korea from Europe or the USA also 
experienced the effects of the time difference. They also need to adjust to the Korean time
zone and might take a long nap after arriving. However, when the App’s location tracking 
alert pops up, if individuals do not act immediately for whatever reason, it assumes that the 
user left the phone at home and went out. While being assigned to use the App may not be 
worrisome for some self-quarantined Korean citizens, the types and levels of data collection 
contents and the process required to collect it may pose some anxiety for them and create a 
tension between the App (the government) and the self-quarantined citizens.



Conclusion: Summary

• This paper shows how self-reporting applications function as a 
multifaceted technology in the COVID-19 era by combining a qualitative 
analysis of stories, which were obtained from the web.

• Datafication is used to understand how self-diagnosis and personal 
health and location data, which are stored in the App, are datafied. 

• Dataveillance is a mechanism of how people’s data are used as a tool of 
and process of surveilling and socially controlling the self-quarantined 
during the coronavirus pandemic.  



Conclusion: Summary

• The actors
• the self-quarantined are becoming increasingly familiar with how the App works and what 

implications the App might have for their data and lives. 
• the contact tracers (government officials) fulfill their duties and take responsibility for 

dataveillancing the self-quarantined people. They need to make sure the self-quarantined 
in their areas are observing the mandated guidelines.

• The data provided by the self-quarantined
• symptom/nonsymptom data and location tracking data are particularly important for the 

purposes of datafication and dataveillance of the self-quarantined by both the App users 
themselves and the contact tracers. 

• Datafication and dataveillance practices concerning the App have concerns and implications for 
privacy infringement.



Implications

• In regard to datafication/dataveillance, the coercive aspect of the App’s 
required installation and usage makes it difficult for individuals to opt 
out of reporting and storing their data. From these individuals’ 
perspectives, datafication and dataveillance are the products that follow 
from this App’s existence. 

• This aspect of such applications may be more relevant to critiques of the 
existing Personal Information Protection Act (Korea Legislation Research 
Institute, 2014), although most of the South Korean bloggers in this 
research normatively accept the compulsoriness of the App.



Thank you!

Claire S. Lee, Ph.D.
Claire_Lee@uml.edu
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