
Responsibly Supporting the COVID-19 Pandemic Response 

As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to evolve, many in the geospatial 

community are responding to the need for information by creating web-based 

and other geospatial products through which information can be collected and 

shared.   As geospatial professionals it is our responsibility not only to create and 

use these products, but to ensure that we do so by applying appropriate 

geospatial principles and best practices.    

Read the fine print 

The role that metadata plays in documenting information such as data 

provenance, quality, the method by which it was created, and its intended 

purpose is well known.  Such information, in the context of a public health crisis, 

is vitally important for helping users understand how – or if – data can provide 

answers they are seeking or support decisions they need to make.   Many data 

that may seem useful for informing the current crisis may in fact not be.  For 

example, a map of medical facilities that is out of date, spatially inaccurate for the 

intended purpose or incomplete could potentially be harmful if someone relies on 

it to determine where resources exist or are needed to support the pandemic 

response. Likewise, a map depicting demographic distribution to identify hotspots 

of vulnerable population using out of date population data is also not very helpful 

from a response perspective.   Also, keep in mind that health data definitions can 

change.  For example, a daily positive may change to a date of onset making the 

map suddenly "lag".  We need to ensure that we map consistent data, 

consistently defined and consistently applied. 

 

Geospatial professionals have a responsibility to ensure metadata and other 
contextual information are prominently displayed to encourage its use.   Likewise, 
we need to exercise due diligence in fully understanding the limitations of data 
we make accessible and to not distribute or use datasets that have the potential 
to confuse or even mislead users.    
 

Design for the audience 

As geospatial professionals we should always consider the abilities of the 
audience such as their map interpretation skills, knowledge of the map subject 



matter and so forth.  This guideline is always important, but the impact of not 
adhering to it may be particularly damaging in a public health crisis.  If, for 
example, your bottom classification includes 0 and other low values it may lead 
an inexperienced map reader to believe there are no local cases, which in the 
current pandemic may discourage social distancing.  
 
Use and create authoritative and appropriate resources 
 
Responding to the COVID-19 pandemic requires collaboration across multiple 
disciplines.  Contributions from health care professionals, economists, politicians, 
geospatial practitioners and researchers and others will be essential.   As 
professionals we need to understand the limits of our knowledge, think about 
unintended consequences, and seek the input of other domain experts such as 
local public health/medical officials and especially medical ethicists where 
necessary to ensure our products provide credible, timely, and actionable 
information.     We also need to recognize that some data may not be appropriate 
for sharing.  For example, in times of emergency sensitive (address level) data 
may suddenly become available.  While this may seem an opportunity to provide 
a more refined product, we must still continue to police ourselves in terms of 
correct spatial confidentiality etiquette, keeping in mind that a host of rules exist 
that guide the use of such information.  In our current situation, making a mistake 
may be worse than not making a map. 
 
Examples of GIS resources that have been evaluated for their quality include, but 
are not necessarily limited to the following:  

• Esri Disaster Response Program Hub for COVID-19  

• State and Local Interactive Map of Geospatial Resources 

• Federal Government Situational Summary and Resources 

Share your resources 

By making our GIS informed web tools available to homeowners, business 

owners, decision makers, researchers and other stakeholders we can make a real 

difference.   The National Alliance for Public Safety GIS Foundation (NAPSG) is 

collecting URLs of publicly accessible COVID-19 web-based GIS resources to share 

through a clearing house with decision makers and others supporting this crisis.  If 

you would like to make your resource known to others or view other state level 

https://coronavirus-disasterresponse.hub.arcgis.com/
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Media/index.html?appid=d627f416ce49405ca1fe4fe6ce520fed
https://communities.geoplatform.gov/disasters/2019-novel-coronavirus-ncov-resources/


COVID-19 GIS resources you may do so by visiting 

https://www.napsgfoundation.org/resources/covid-19/. 

 

This document is the result of the contributions of multiple experts in the URISA 

community who are actively involved in responding to the COVID-19 crisis.  Their 

efforts in helping to develop this guidance is greatly appreciated.  
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