
The Saga of the Covid-19 Contact Tracing Apps: 
Lessons for Data Governance

Maria Savona

SWPS 2020–10 (June)

Research Note 

Science and 
Technology 

Policy

Innovation 
and Project 

Management

Energy Policy
Sustainable 

Development

Economics of 
Innovation



SPRU Working Paper Series (ISSN 2057-6668)
The SPRU Working Paper Series aims to accelerate the public availability of the research undertaken 
by SPRU-associated people, and other research that is of considerable interest within SPRU, providing 
access to early copies of SPRU research.

Guidelines for authors
Papers should be submitted to swps@sussex.ac.uk as a PDF or Word �le. The �rst page should 
include: title, abstract, keywords, and authors’ names and af�liations. The paper will be considered for 
publication by an Associate Editor, who may ask two referees to provide a light review. We aim to send 
referee reports within three weeks from submission. Authors may be requested to submit a revised 
version of the paper with a reply to the referees’ comments to swps@sussex.ac.uk. The Editors make the 
�nal decision on the inclusion of the paper in the series. When submitting, the authors should indicate 
if the paper has already undergone peer-review (in other series, journals, or books), in which case the 
Editors may decide to skip the review process. Once the paper is included in the SWPS, the authors 
maintain the copyright.

Websites

UoS: 



1 

The Saga of the Covid-19 Contact Tracing Apps: 

What Lessons for Data Governance? 

Professor Maria Savona 
Science Policy Research Unit, University of Sussex 
June 20201 

Abstract 
This note selectively unpacks the rapid evolution of the (Western) debate around the 
opportunity to deploy contact tracing apps, alongside other digital tools such as apps for 
symptoms sharing and immunity certificates to mitigate the Covid-19 pandemics. I do so from 
the perspective of a social scientist interested in the implications of the development of digital 
tools at times of emergency in terms of data governance. I argue that a more articulated 
reflection is needed towards the development of a healthy institutional structure that regulates 
the role of large tech platforms, such as Google and Apple (G&A), and public institutions, in 
governing data, particularly when health data and public value are involved. I unravel the saga 
of contact tracing apps in the UK and EU, looking at the technical, legal and ethical aspects 
and I attempt to draw more general lessons for data governance. 

Keywords: Contact tracing apps, data governance, digital applications, digital exclusion, public 
trust.  

https://profiles.sussex.ac.uk/p100780-maria-savona
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Lanier and Weyl (2020) have promptly acknowledged the Taiwanese strategy and described 
the proto-model of the Taiwanese contact tracing app. This consisted of a platform developed 
in cooperation among the digital minister, a group of local entrepreneurs and the g0v movement, 
and used voluntarily by citizens to share symptoms and locations, promptly verified by the 
local health centres and collated centrally. The protocol used relies on a centralised repository 
of data, facilitated by a shared sense of relevant public purpose, and a substantial degree of 
trust in the government, which Audrey Tang, the young and industrious digital ministeruoete

  

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/asia/2020-03-20/how-civic-technology-can-help-stop-pandemic
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/15/opinion/taiwan-digital-democracy.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Audrey_Tang
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/technical-guidance
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/technical-guidance
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/new-symptom-tracking-app-aims-to-slow-spread-of-coronavirus
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Feb-March : Deployment of digital tools to mitigate pandemics in Taiwan, South Korea, 
Singapore, China;  
April 3 rd: first version of DP3T protocol, international network of academics led by EPFL; 
April - : European institutions restlessly debating and releasing guidelines: the issue of 
centralized versus decentralized solutions dominates the debate;  
Mid -April : Google and Apple launch joint Android and iOS support to a decentralized 
solution for contact tracing apps; 
May: UK Parliamentary 
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personal data. Experts have therefore not ruled out the possibility to link the data collected by 
the app to some personal information, hence re-identification (data are pseudo-anonymous 
rather than fully anonymous, making public trust crucial for its adoption). Conversely, a 
centralised solution might facilitate data collection and analysis, for instance for (compatible 
secondary) research purpose. A centralised solution that supports contact tracing apps has since 
been adopted in France, 

https://fpf.org/2020/04/30/european-unions-data-based-policy-against-the-pandemic-explained/
https://fpf.org/2020/04/30/european-unions-data-based-policy-against-the-pandemic-explained/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23738871.2020.1740754
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either a pro-competitive move or a locking in strategy to hamper access to third parties. 
Enforcing interoperability in APIs can avoid antitrust laws to be hand-tightened in having to 
�D�V�V�H�V�V���D���³�O�H�J�L�W�L�P�D�W�H���S�U�R-security API change and an anti-competitive act disguised as a pro-
�S�U�L�Y�D�F�\���P�R�Y�H�´����Riley, 2020, p. 104).  

The E-Health Network has published (13th of May 2020) the Interoperability guidelines for 
approved contact tracing mobile applications in the EU. The aim is to further develop the 
interoperability framework in the EU in view of the approval of mobile contact tracing apps. 
For the purpose of easing cross-border trade and travel, all member states should ensure 
interoperability to facilitate all app users to rely on a single app, regardless of where they are 
based and what each member state decides to adopt, whether a fully decentralised app or a 
centralised one. The EU interoperability protocols should therefore be adapted to allow an 
interoperable contact-tracing apps, that is standardised with respect to epidemiological criteria. 
Such interoperability not only allows national lockdown lifting but also borders re-opening, as 
it facilitates interoperability across national apps, cross-borders contact tracing, as well as data 
exchange among national health authorities, which depends on how many countries subscribe 
the centralised app.  

There is convergence in considering that enforcing interoperability across several relevant 
dimensions within the digital platform system, and particularly on large tech might help 
achieving a trustworthy environment, particularly at times of emergency, when trust is key. I 
wonder whether this is an unprecedented opportunity at a critical moment, for competition and 
trust laws to be enforced once the app is fully relying on Google and Apple�¶�V��operation systems. 

The recipients of public trust and adoption rates 

One of the most controversial and yet 
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First, as mentioned, the technical specification 
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A summary of the technical, regulatory and ethical issues in the saga 

The fast unravelling of the contact tracing saga since mid-March 2020 has provided some 
ground for a first-
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However, I am surprised that the role of large techs in this landscape has not been sufficiently 
put under scrutiny in the public debate, for instance by institutions such as the Ada Lovelace 
Institute. Some preliminary surveys across the 
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