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Preface

In June 2023, the Research Committee 55 on Social Indicators (RC55) of the 
International Sociological Association (ISA) organized together with the Faculty of 
Education at the University of Melbourne an international pre-conference to the 
ISA World Congress in Melbourne on the topic of The Impact of the 2020–2022 
Pandemic on World Society. The conference was supported by the World Society 
Foundation (WSF) based in Zurich, Switzerland, and took place at the University of 
Melbourne, hosted by the Faculty of Education.1 This volume includes a selection 
of contributions focusing on the topic of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
well-being presented and discussed at the Melbourne conferences, both the RC55 
pre-conference and the RC55 sessions of the ISA World Congress.

The pre-conference brought together 36 researchers from 22 different countries, 
including Australia, Bangladesh, Belgium, Estonia, France, Germany, Hong Kong, 
Indonesia, Israel, Italy, Japan, Lebanon, Mexico, Mongolia, Nigeria, the Philippines, 
Poland, Switzerland, Timor-Leste, the UK, and the USA. The presenters included 
highly regarded professors, scholars from outside the academy (international orga-
nizations, government institutions, private research institutions, foundations, and 
civil society institutions), postdoctoral researchers, and PhD students representing 
countries from both the Global North (58%) and the Global South (42%). With 
respect to academic rank, 47% of participants were faculty members, i.e., assistant, 
associate, or full professor; 31% were lecturers, research fellows, or postdocs; 8% 
were doctoral students; and 14% came from non-academic institutions. The gender 
distribution was quite balanced: 55% of participants were males and 45% were 
females.

1 The World Society Foundation was established in 1982 by the Swiss sociologist Peter Heintz with 
the aim of encouraging and supporting scientific research on global structures and transformations. 
The pandemic with its profound economic, political, and social impacts all over the world has been 
one of the most important global events triggering new dynamics at all levels of global society. 
More details on the 2023 pre-conference in Melbourne, the World Society Foundation, and its 
sponsoring program are available on the WSF website at http://www.worldsociety.ch.

http://www.worldsociety.ch
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The conference was officially opened by Prof. Jim Watterston, Dean of the 
Faculty of Education. The conference program proceeded with the keynote lecture 
on “Managing Crisis After Financialization: Reflecting on ‘novel’ responses to 
COVID-19 and the 2008 Financial Crisis” (presented by Ben Spies-Butcher from 
Macquarie University Sydney) and eight sessions, each of which was dedicated to a 
particular theme: the pandemic, crisis management and policies, and their impact (2 
parts); the pandemic and its impact on subjective well-being and life satisfaction; 
the pandemic, mental health, and social cohesion; the impact of the pandemic on 
children and youth; the impact of the pandemic on vulnerable and marginalized 
groups; the pandemic and social inequalities: class, race, ethnicity, and gender; and 
the pandemic, health, shift work, and addiction. Each of the researchers was selected 
to present at the conference after a rigorous selection process. The Organizing 
Committee, composed of the editors of this book, read more than 50 abstracts and 
invited the authors of 40 abstracts to submit their full paper, from which 25 were 
selected for presentation at the conference.

Many people have contributed to the realization of this volume and the 2023 
Melbourne conference. First and foremost, the editors would like to thank the 
authors for their stimulating contributions and their patience during the reviewing 
and copyediting process. A large thank-you is due to Nadishka Weerasuriya, a PhD 
student in the Faculty of Education, for all of her work during the pre-conference, 
and to our colleagues from RC55 who contributed to the conference as session 
chairs and discussants. We would also like to thank the Faculty of Education and the 
University of Melbourne for their support of the conference and for providing the 
necessary infrastructure and conference facilities. Finally, we are very grateful to 
our main sponsor, the World Society Foundation, for providing generous financial 
support for the organization of the 2023 conference, for the travel grants provided 
to the invited speakers, and for the publication of this volume, particularly for mak-
ing the book available in Open Access.

Neuchâtel, Switzerland  Christian Suter  
Melbourne, Australia   Jenny Chesters  
Seville, Spain   Sandra Fachelli   
February 2024

Preface
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Chapter 1
Introduction: Threats to Well-Being 
During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Christian Suter, Jenny Chesters, and Sandra Fachelli

1.1  Comparative Perspectives on the Pandemic Experiences 
in the Global North and South

In the beginning of 2020 a novel coronavirus, COVID-19, spread from China to 
firstly Europe and then the rest of the world provoking a global health and economic 
crisis threatening well-being and quality of life in all countries across the globe. 
Governments introduced restrictions, in some cases, quite severe ones, to try to curb 
the spread of the virus. Researchers scrambled to identify the genetic makeup of the 
virus so that vaccines could be developed. Pharmaceutical companies reallocated 
their research resources to develop and test new classes of vaccines. Meanwhile, 
fear among the general population increased as daily death counts mounted.

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), by the end of December 
2020, the official death toll from COVID-19 was 1.8 million. However, based on 
estimates of excess mortality, the WHO has concluded that there were 3.4 million 
deaths associated with the virus (WHO 2023). Excess mortality, the difference 
between the number of deaths during the pandemic and the deaths expected under 
normal (non-pandemic) conditions, resulted in a general reduction of life expec-
tancy, reversing or interrupting the previous secular trends towards higher life 
expectancy in most countries of the world. Worldwide, on average, in 2019 life 
expectancy at birth was 72.8 years and in 2021, it had declined to 71.4 years (UNDP 
2020, 2022).
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Restrictions on contact and movement varied from country to country, and in 
some cases between regions within countries. For example, in Australia, state gov-
ernments determined which restrictions to implement as well as when and where to 
implement them. Furthermore, the national border was closed for 2 years. In con-
trast, Mexico did not restrict travel or close its borders, however, educational institu-
tions across the country were closed for around 18 months.

Despite its global reach, how the pandemic impacted on people was heavily reli-
ant on the economic, political, social and cultural context in place before and during 
the pandemic. High-income countries in the Global North were, in general, better 
placed to control the spread through the implementation of travel restrictions 
between and within their borders. They were also able to quickly respond by adopt-
ing and adapting supplementary welfare programs and payments to support people 
(and companies) who were adversely impacted by the restrictions to work, travel 
and trade (for instance by short-term compensation or unemployment benefits). In 
contrast, low-income countries in the Global South often depended on export 
income derived from labor intensive industries and the wages earned by migrant 
workers based in higher income countries and repatriated home. Without fully 
established welfare schemes, it was hardly possible for low-income countries in the 
Global South to provide financial support for their citizens and/or companies. 
Furthermore, within countries, high-income households were better placed to iso-
late at home and order in essentials such as food and medicines and working 
remotely whereas low-income households and individuals had to keep working (on 
site) despite the threat of contracting the virus.

This considerable variety of COVID-19 experiences across and within countries 
is confirmed by a comparative analysis of the experiences during the first year of the 
pandemic, including several indicators measuring the COVID-19 related health 
situation (notably COVID-19 deaths, number of new COVID-19 cases, change of 
mortality rate between 2019 and 2021), the health measures and restrictions imple-
mented by governments (stringency of COVID-19 measures), and the general 
socio-economic conditions (e.g. GDP per capita, poverty, health expenditures). 
Preliminary analysis suggests two main factors explaining 67% of the variance in 
these societal conditions across countries: firstly, and most important, the socio- 
economic conditions (poverty), and secondly, the incidence of COVID-19 (Fachelli 
et al. 2024). A cluster analysis including 214 countries finds three different groups 
of country experiences: a first group of highly affected countries of both the Global 
North (notably UK, and Southern and Eastern European countries like Italy, Spain, 
Portugal, Poland, the Baltic, Croatia, Romania) and the Global South (notably Latin 
American and Maghrebian countries), a second group of moderately affected coun-
tries mostly of the Global North (like the U.S., Western and Northern European 
countries, Australia, New Zealand, and Singapore) and a large third group of less 
affected countries of the Global South (notably African and Asian countries). This 
evidence shows the importance of delving deeper into the relationship between 
countries’ socio-economic conditions and COVID-19 status, as it does not seem 
that there is a unidirectional relationship. Adopting a comparative perspective is 
particularly useful to explore both this relationship and to go beyond a view limited 
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to considerations based on simple COVID-19 incidence and the related health situ-
ation. This volume, therefore, includes a considerable variety of countries, in par-
ticular countries of both the Global North and the Global South representing 
different structural contexts and COVID-19 experiences, but also various popula-
tion groups within countries including those suffering particularly from adverse 
socio-economic conditions, like refugees, adolescents in poor neighborhoods, or 
informal workers.

1.2  Well-Being: Concepts and Measures

The concept of well-being has become increasingly popular over the past decades, 
both in research, policy and official statistics. Although there are different under-
standings of well-being, most researchers conceptualize well-being as multidimen-
sional phenomenon that may refer both to the individual and societal level, and 
includes the “objective” living conditions covering various life domains (like educa-
tion, employment, income and wealth, housing situation, health, social contacts, 
work and leisure time, environmental conditions, political participation) and differ-
ent aspects of “subjective” well-being (Ehrler et  al. 2016; Maggino 2023; Noll 
2002). Three components of subjective well-being are often distinguished: cogni-
tive well-being referring to general and domain-specific life satisfaction; hedonic 
well-being referring to the emotional dimension like positive feelings (happiness, 
pleasure) and negative feelings (fear, sadness); and eudemonic well-being covering 
the psychosocial dimension of well-being including interpersonal relatedness and 
positive social relationships, personal growth and “flourishing” (Seligman 2011).

A wide range of instruments have been suggested over the past decades for mea-
suring well-being and certain standards have been developed. The most widely used 
measures are summarized in the OECD (2013) handbook, including the measures 
of general (and domain-specific) life satisfaction (cognitive subjective well-being), 
happiness (hedonic subjective well-being), and flourishing (eudemonic well- 
being)—measures which will be also used in the chapters of this volume (see also 
Maggino 2023). According to Veenhoven (1996, 6), measures of life satisfaction 
provide an indication of how much an individual “positively evaluates the overall 
quality of his/her life” whereas Headey et al. (2013) posit that levels of life satisfac-
tion are the result of an individual’s ability to achieve their life goals. Diener et al. 
(2013) posit that levels of subject well-being vary according to personal factors such 
as marital status and health as well as by the societal context such as labor market 
conditions and the distribution of income and wealth.

More recently, researchers have begun to examine whether the efficacy of mea-
sures of subjective well-being vary according to cultural context (Headey et  al. 
2022; Krys et al. 2023). For example, Krys et al. (2023) argue that traditional mea-
sures of subjective well-being are based on an assumption that definitions of life 
satisfaction and/or happiness are stable across cultures. They developed a new cul-
turally sensitive measure and tested it on a sample recruited from 49 countries, 
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including participants from both the Global North and the Global South. Krys et al. 
(2023) concluded that conceptualisations of life satisfaction and happiness do, in 
fact, vary according to culture. Headey et al. (2022) also found that cultural differ-
ences, such as variations in family, prosocial, political, religious and materialistic 
values, influence conceptualisations of life satisfaction. Consequently, researchers 
conducting international comparisons of levels of subjective well-being may need 
to factor in the effect of cultural differences.

1.3  Well-Being in Times of Crisis

The COVID-19 pandemic provoked, in addition to the health crisis, considerable 
economic and financial turmoils. Some economic sectors (like transportation, tour-
ism, hospitality and personal services, commerce) were severely affected by the 
travel and contact restrictions. Global GDP collapsed in 2020 by about –8%—sig-
nificantly more than during previous economic crises, like the Global Financial 
Crisis of 2008 or the dot-com crisis of 2002. International trade and investment 
slowed down as result of the disruption of global production and supply chains in 
the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and Russia’s invasion of the Ukraine. These 
combined and overlapping health, economic, financial, and political crises nega-
tively impacted on quality of life and well-being.

The relationships between economic crisis (and/or economic growth) and well- 
being have been widely studied, both within and across countries. Empirical evi-
dence based on earlier economic crises demonstrates that quality of life (i.e. 
“objective” indicators of well-being like income, poverty, material deprivation) 
often declined significantly during recessions. Thus, empirical research investigat-
ing the impact of the 2008 Global Financial Crisis and the subsequent Great 
Recession reports recession-induced increases in poverty and deprivation rates (e.g. 
Addabbo et al. 2012; Gábos et al. 2015; Guardiola and Guillen-Royo 2015; Keeley 
and Love 2010), in particular, for vulnerable and disadvantaged groups (e.g. 
Simona-Moussa and Ravazzini 2019; Smeeding et al. 2011).

The impact of economic crises on subjective well-being, however, is less clear 
and empirical evidence shows mixed results. Thus, Parker et al. (2016) found that 
the Global Financial Crisis negatively impacted on the levels of subjective well- 
being of young people in Australia aged 19–22 years and Deaton (2011) shows that 
mean happiness considerably decreased in the United States during the Global 
Financial Crisis and the subsequent Great Recession. Similar results are reported 
for transition countries (Russia, Baltic states) and, regarding financial satisfaction, 
for Latin American countries (see Easterlin et al. 2010). A recent study conducted 
by Burger et al. (2023) shows that levels of subjective well-being declined during 
periods of economic crises in Brazil. They linked this decline to changes in eco-
nomic circumstances (including greater risk of unemployment, falling incomes, 
increasing debt) at the individual level. Conversely, Chesters et al. (2021) found that 
the Global Financial Crisis and the Great Recession did not depress levels of 
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subjective well-being in Australia. This aligns with the results of Callens (2017) 
showing that the Great Recession in 2008 did not impact on levels of life satisfac-
tion in Flanders (Belgium). Clark and Heath (2014) found that subjective well-being 
declined during the Global Financial Crisis in both the UK and the United States.

Differences in the effects of economic crises may be due to differences between 
short- and long-term impacts (see Easterlin 2015) and are likely to be related to 
cultural contexts and institutional arrangements. For example, although Morgan and 
Connor’s (2022) examination of levels of subjective well-being in 23 European 
countries during the Great Recession showed that levels of subjective well-being 
declined between 2007 and 2009, population characteristics and labor market poli-
cies mediated the impact of the economic crisis. Their results indicate that increased 
support for the unemployed reduced the negative impact of the Great Recession. 
With regards to age, young people aged less than 25 years experienced the largest 
decline in subjective well-being. Compared to their counterparts with university 
level education, people with lower levels of education experienced larger declines 
in subjective well-being during the Great Recession.

1.4  Predictors and Correlates of Well-Being

Research conducted in societies of the Global North indicates that levels of well-
being vary according to several demographic characteristics such as gender, age and 
level of education, however Gerling and Diener (2020) argue that demographic 
characteristics have a relatively small influence with effect sizes being marginal. 
Although there is a general agreement that the association between age and subjec-
tive well-being forms a U-shaped curve (Ambrey and Fleming 2014; Fritjers and 
Beatton 2012; Iglesias et  al. 2017), Toshkov (2022) found that the relationship 
between age and subjective well-being varies according to income. He found that 
the U-shaped curve according to age was clearly visible for those on low incomes 
but flattened out completely for those on high incomes. Other factors, such as fam-
ily type, employment status, income, socio-economic status and health status have 
been found to be strong predictors (Ambrey and Fleming 2014; Blanchflower and 
Oswald 2005; Chesters et al. 2021; Fleche et al. 2021; Gerling and Diener 2020; 
Headey and Muffels 2018; Kuhn and Brulé 2018; Layard et al. 2014; Manning et al. 
2016; Oesch and Lipps 2013; Suter et al. 2015; Toshkov 2022). For example, in 
their analysis of data collected by the Gallup World Poll across 166 countries, 
Gerling and Diener (2020) found that income was positively associated with subjec-
tive well-being. Handa et  al.’s (2023) analysis of data from young people aged 
15–24 years across 150 countries confirmed this finding. Furthermore, they found 
that levels of life satisfaction were higher in the highest income quintiles regardless 
of regional location.

The association between education and subjective well-being is less clear with 
some researchers finding that levels of subjective well-being increase as levels of 
education increase (Blanchflower and Oswald 2005; Callens 2017; Fukuda 2013; 

1 Introduction: Threats to Well-Being During the COVID-19 Pandemic



6

Gerling and Diener 2020; Yang 2008) but other researchers find a negative associa-
tion (Ambrey and Fleming 2014; Clark and Oswald 1996; Manning et  al. 2016; 
Veenhoven 1996). These contradictions appear to be related to differences in datas-
ets and countries. For example, analysis of Household Income and Labour Dynamics 
in Australia (HILDA) data show that higher levels of education are strongly associ-
ated with lower levels of subjective well-being (Manning et  al. 2016), whereas 
analysis of Swiss data indicates that the highly educated report higher levels of 
subjective well-being (Oesch and Lipps 2013; Suter et al. 2015).

Negative life events, such as divorce or unemployment, experiences of poverty 
and material deprivation have consistently been found to be associated with lower 
levels of subjective well-being (Brulé and Suter 2019; Callens 2017; Connelly and 
Garling 2022; Fleche et al. 2021; Gerling and Diener 2020; Headey and Muffels 
2018; Iglesias et  al. 2017; Kuhn and Brulé 2018; Layard et  al. 2014; Suter and 
Iglesias 2005). For example, Gerling and Diener (2020) found that married people 
reported higher levels of subjective well-being than those who were divorced and 
that the effect size for life satisfaction was medium-to-large. In their examination of 
the impact of unemployment on levels of life satisfaction in Australia, Denmark, the 
UK, the US and Sweden, Connelly and Garling (2022) found that the unemployed 
reported lower levels of life satisfaction and emotional well-being than their 
employed counterparts. Several researchers have concluded that divorce and unem-
ployment continue to depress levels of subjective well-being over the life course 
(Bell and Blanchflower 2011; Chesters et al. 2021; Kuhn and Brulé 2018). There is 
also evidence of an intergenerational transfer of levels of well-being with Headey 
et al. (2014) finding a strong correlation between parental well-being and an indi-
vidual’s well-being even after controlling for the factors known to impact on well- 
being in adulthood.

Examinations of the correlates and predictors of subjective well-being in the 
Global South are a relatively recent phenomenon. Given the disparate contexts it is 
not surprising that researchers based in the Global South have also argued that the 
measurement of well-being and life satisfaction requires a more nuanced approach 
(Katumba et al. 2022). Cultural differences between countries and between regions 
within countries, make the measurement of well-being far more complicated than in 
the Global North. Katumba et  al. (2022) developed a Reflective Quality of Life 
Index for the South African context. Their analysis indicates that race and to a lesser 
extent, gender are predictors of life satisfaction. In their qualitative study based in 
the Eastern Cape Province in South Africa, Moller et al. (2015) found that levels of 
life satisfaction were associated with material well-being, with a focus on access to 
money and living conditions.

Burger et al.’s (2022) examination of levels of subjective well-being in Colombia 
also showed that location was an important factor with people living outside of 
major cities reporting lower levels of happiness. Furthermore, their findings show 
that marital status, migrant status, religion and civic engagement were either not 
associated with subjective well-being or were only marginally associated.

The association between employment status and levels of subjective well-being 
is clearly illustrated in the research conducted by Rodrıguez-Puello et al. (2022) in 
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Chile. They found that there was a strong negative association between being under-
employed and levels of subjective well-being. Other predictors of lower subjective 
well-being include having young children at home, living in an urban area and being 
employed in manual work. On the other hand, being in a long-term relationship, 
having a relatively high income, having higher levels of education and working in a 
highly skilled occupation were positively correlated with well-being (Rodrıguez- 
Puello et al. 2022). Another study in Chile conducted by Ditzel et al. (2022) exam-
ined levels of life satisfaction and happiness of children aged 9–14 years. Their 
results indicate that boys reported higher levels of subjective well-being than girls. 
These results differ from those of Savahl et al. (2023) who examined levels of sub-
jective well-being of children aged 10–12 years in South Africa. Their results show 
that gender and location were not associated with levels of well-being.

1.5  Overview of Parts and Chapters

This edited collection includes 13 chapters examining the impact of COVID-19 on 
various aspects of well-being during the pandemic. Although the novel coronavirus, 
COVID-19, continues to mutate and waves of the pandemic continue to wash across 
the globe, we focus on the 2020–2022 period when it had its greatest impact. 
Adopting a global, comparative perspective, including both the experiences of 
countries from the Global North and the Global South, the volume brings together 
insights from different angles and diverse cultural, social, political and economic 
backgrounds. Societies from all regions of the world are included in the analyses of 
the 13 chapters: Europe, North America, Australia/Oceania, Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America.

The COVID-19 pandemic generated an abundance of research regarding the 
health, medical and epidemiological impacts of the virus and the measures taken to 
curtail its spread. However, there has been less attention paid to its impact on (sub-
jective) well-being and happiness, including the various sub-domains of well-being 
and the pandemic experiences of specific population groups. Therefore, the chapters 
of this volume are clustered around four themes: Firstly, the impact of COVID-19 
on subjective well-being (life satisfaction and happiness), based on comparative 
and/or longitudinal studies; secondly, the impact of COVID-19 on employment, 
workers’ well-being, and work-life balance; thirdly, sociability, civic participation 
and solidarity during the COVID-19 pandemic; and fourthly, the well-being impact 
of COVID-19 on children, a population group that has been most severely affected 
by the pandemic.

The three chapters included in the first part conduct analysis of population data 
to examine the evolution of subjective well-being (life satisfaction/happiness) dur-
ing the pandemic adopting a comparative cross-national perspective. Research 
examining the impact of economic crises on levels of subjective well-being indicate 
that personal circumstances have the potential to limit the impact of economic 
shocks on subjective well-being. As demonstrated above in Sect. 1.3, research on 
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earlier crises shows mixed results concerning the crisis impact on subjective well- 
being. A comparison of the COVID-19 pandemic with earlier crises, is, therefore, of 
particular interest.

The chapter contributed by Marc Callens and Dries Verlet tracks trends over time 
in subjective well-being in eight European countries (Denmark, France, former 
West-Germany, Great-Britain, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, and Belgium) using 
cross sectional data from the Eurobarometer survey collected between 1973 and 
2022. Distinguishing between age, period and cohort effects, the study finds that 
period effects dominate cohort effects, except in France. The chapter demonstrates 
that past severe economic recessions have had a significant and lasting (negative) 
impact on life satisfaction and concludes that the COVID-19 crisis and the early 
1980s economic crisis have comparable short-term effects on life satisfaction, but 
that the latter crisis has a deeper and longer-lasting effect.

Using data from two cross-sectional surveys conducted in Indonesia, Indera 
Pattinasarany examines the impact of the pandemic on levels of happiness. Her 
results indicate that COVID-19 infection rates were associated with levels of happi-
ness in that people living in areas with higher levels of infection reported having 
lower levels of happiness. Giving regular and occasional donations is associated 
with increased self-reported happiness. Conversely, a negative moderation effect 
indicates that making regular and occasional donations diminishes the link between 
COVID-19 severity and self-reported happiness. Ultimately, the pandemic's sever-
ity diminishes the positive influence of donations on happiness.

Based on data from the European Social Survey, the final chapter of this first 
part, co-authored by Dragan Stanojević, Bojan Todosijević, and Anja Gvozdanović, 
investigates the relationship between social ties, labour market integration, and 
levels of subjective well-being of 15–35 year olds during the COVID-19 pan-
demic in 31 European countries. The chapter demonstrates the positive impact of 
employment and informal networks on subjective well-being. Interestingly, young 
people who worked in offices reported lower levels of satisfaction compared to 
those who predominantly worked from home. The chapter also shows that income 
inequality exhibits negative associations with levels of subjective well-being of 
young people. As income inequality increases between countries, the significance 
of informal social contacts becomes greater for subjective well-being. This find-
ing suggests that personal informal networks compensate for structural 
inequalities.

In the second part, three chapters examine the impact of COVID-19 on the well- 
being of workers (including depression, health) and their work-life balance. During 
the early phase of the pandemic, large proportions of workplaces were either shut 
down or subject to density restrictions. Consequently, unemployment dramatically 
increased and large proportions of the workforce were forced to work from home. 
Becoming unemployed during the pandemic was particularly devastating as busi-
nesses were either shutdown or struggling to survive. Even the businesses which 
were able to continue to operate engaged in a hiring freeze. For those working 
remotely, balancing work and home and/or separating work from home became 
increasingly difficult.

C. Suter et al.



9

The chapter co-authored by Shireen AlAzzawi and Vladimir Hlasny draws on 
data from the Economic Research Forum (ERF) COVID-19 MENA Monitor to 
examine the impact of COVID-19 on employment outcomes in four of the five 
countries in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA): Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, 
and Tunisia. Young workers and women were more disadvantaged than older work-
ers and men. Informal workers were seen to exit the labor market in greater numbers 
than formal workers. Among economically inactive workers, women faced an 
extreme risk (95%) of remaining inactive or unemployed, while the risk was some-
what lower (around 80%) among men. Meanwhile, formal private-sector workers—
particularly from older cohorts, faced a distinctly lower risk of becoming inactive or 
unemployed. In general, the results indicate that the pandemic exacerbated inequal-
ity by increasing already high levels of informal employment.

The chapter co-authored by Catherine White Berheide, Megan Carpenter, and 
David Cotter examines levels of well-being reported by academic staff from three 
colleges in New York State. Their results show that the pandemic exacerbated exist-
ing gender inequalities and worsened what little work-life alignment parents had 
achieved prior to the pandemic. While all three colleges gave untenured faculty the 
option to delay going up for tenure, that policy may not be enough to address the 
way differences in demands and resources affected faculty productivity. Among the 
group of workers studied, women and parents experienced a greater decline in lev-
els of life satisfaction; and assistant and associate professors reported lower levels 
of satisfaction with their work-life balance than full professors.

In the final chapter in this part, Regina Skiba, Eileen McNeely, and Dorota 
Weziak-Białowolska conduct analysis of data from the Longitudinal Worker Well- 
being Survey to compare levels of life satisfaction between shift workers and regu-
lar workers in Poland. Shift work, as a job performed in unfavorable conditions due 
to disruption of day and night rhythms, could be associated with negative conse-
quences. Their results indicate that shift workers, mainly manual workers, reported 
lower levels of general health, mental health and satisfaction with their 
relationships.

The three chapters included in the third part of this collection focus on sociabil-
ity, civic participation and solidarity during the COVID-19 pandemic. Levels of 
sociability refer to the quality of social relations, most of which were severely 
impacted during the pandemic. When restrictions to movement were implemented, 
families were confined to their homes and interactions with extended family and 
friends switched from face-to-face to virtual. Public spaces were emptied and public 
activities, like traditional volunteering were restricted. Even people who had a legit-
imate reason to be outside their homes were reluctant to engage in incidental social 
interaction. In other words, the restrictions implemented during the pandemic 
affected sociability through its impact on social relationships with friends, col-
leagues and peers, family relationships, and the use of public space.

The first chapter in this part, contributed by Gonzalo Saraví examines the rela-
tionship between sociability and well-being of young people during the pandemic 
lockdown in Mexico where schools were closed for almost 2 years. His findings 
highlight how young people living in poorer neighborhoods in Mexico City had to 
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endure their confinement in contexts of social precariousness and economic limita-
tions, which negatively impacted on their socio-emotional well-being. Many of the 
socio-emotional discomforts experienced by these adolescents during the pandemic, 
such as anxiety, depression, or sadness, may be associated with an inconsistency 
between a stopped biographical time and a chronological time that kept moving 
forward.

The chapter of Joonmo Son, Pildoo Sung, and Benjamin Tay deals with vol-
unteering during the pandemic by investigating how satisfaction in organized 
volunteering impacted on donative behavior. Using data from the Individual 
Giving Study in Singapore including detailed information on various aspects of 
volunteer satisfaction the chapter identifies five groups of volunteers showing 
different levels and patterns of volunteer satisfaction. The results of the analysis 
demonstrate that volunteer satisfaction is positively related to donative behav-
ior. Interestingly, not all aspects of volunteer satisfaction similarly impact on 
donation. Satisfaction with the organization’s efficacy and satisfaction with the 
social relationships and the mutual bonding among volunteers, in particular, 
turn volunteers into donors.

In his chapter, Fakhrul Alam presents his findings from semi-structured inter-
views conducted with 49 Rohingya refugees and 42 front-line service providers in 
Bangladesh. His findings show that movement restrictions in the refugee camps 
severely impacted Rohingya’s income, food consumption, education, and oppor-
tunities to access health services. The action of volunteers in disseminating infor-
mation about COVID-19 symptoms, testing, treatment, isolation, and quarantine, 
made people aware of rumors and misconceptions, and counseled refugees with 
symptoms to attend the available health services. The study concludes that volun-
teers made a significant contribution to developing civic responsibilities among 
the refugees, which encouraged them to participate in COVID-19 related health 
programs.

The three chapters in the final part of this volume, Part IV, focus on the impact 
of COVID-19 on levels of well-being of children and young people. Although 
people of all ages experienced dramatic changes in their social, cultural and phys-
ical environments, children and young people were more severely impacted 
because they have little control over their living arrangements and conditions. 
Furthermore, children and young people were isolated from their friends due to 
being confined to their homes and being unable to go to school or engage in extra-
curricular activities.

In the first chapter of this part, Haridhan Goswami, Bijoy Banik, Gour Goswami, 
and M. Ibrahim Khalil focus on school children aged 10–12 years in Bangladesh. 
Their analysis of data from the Children’s Worlds COVID-19 Special Survey, using 
12 indicators that reflect different aspects of life, shows that rural children were 
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significantly less satisfied with several aspects of their lives during the pandemic 
including their home, area of living, safety, learning at school, and future. A gen-
dered aspect was observed where boys reported significantly lower satisfaction with 
their material possessions and how adults listened to them. Girls reported experi-
encing lower levels of satisfaction with time use and learning at home during the 
pandemic than boys.

The chapter of Oliver Nahkur and Karoline Zarina provides an analysis of 
data collected by the International Children’s Worlds COVID-19 Supplement 
Survey from children aged 9–13 years from 16 countries in 2021. Although 
experiences of social distancing was not an important correlate of children’s 
subjective well-being decline in most of the countries, it influenced children’s 
subjective well-being indirectly through other factors. Across countries, pan-
demic-related school anxiety consistently negatively impacted on children’s 
subjective well-being decline, and in many countries the lack of psychological 
need(s) fulfilment also helped to explain the decline. Negative outcomes of 
school closures and the social distancing of the whole population outweigh its 
positive aspects.

In the final chapter of the collection, Jenny Chesters draws on data from the 
Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia panel study to compare 
levels of subjective well-being between 2001 and 2020 of young people aged 
15–17 years. Adolescence is the period when young people develop their own 
social networks, thus, peer relationships become increasingly more important. 
During the pandemic, young people were isolated from their friends at school, 
extra-curricular activities were disrupted and life became increasingly uncer-
tain. Thus, the COVID-19 pandemic further complicated an already complex 
process. Her analysis reveals that young people reported similar levels of sub-
jective well-being in 2001, 2005, 2010, 2015 and 2020 suggesting that age 
effects trumped period effects. However, within the 2020 cohort, levels of sub-
jective well-being were negatively associated with concerns of catching 
COVID-19.

Table 1.1 presents the main features of each chapter mapping the scope of the 
volume and highlighting the sources of data and methods of analysis employed by 
the authors.
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Chapter 2
The Impact of COVID-19 on Life 
Satisfaction: A Cross-National, Long Term 
Perspective

Marc Callens and Dries Verlet

2.1  Introduction

Early 2020 a novel coronavirus, COVID-19, took the world in surprise. It disrupted 
the daily lives of billions of people, and confronted societies with an unprecedented 
health crisis that provoked economic turmoil worldwide.

Several studies, based on survey or social media data, have extensively docu-
mented on the immediate negative impact of the COVID crisis on several domains, 
including individual well-being. However, being pressed to deliver insights in a 
timely manner, most research designs used tend to bypass somehow sound method-
ological rigor. Some studies use non-probability samples and hence findings might 
be impacted by selectivity issues; other studies lack a sound comparative and/or 
longitudinal perspective: they are confined to a single country, or they are cross- 
sectional in nature.

The central theme in this chapter is the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on subjec-
tive well-being, more specifically happiness in the form of general life satisfaction. 
To assess the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on life satisfaction adequately, it is 
important to take both a long-term and a comparative perspective into account. By 
doing so, we can put the effects of the COVID-19 crisis into perspective by compar-
ing with previous (economic) crises, such as the unemployment/inflation crisis 
(early eighties) or the Great Recession (2007–2008).

However, in human societies, time is a complex phenomenon as three subdimen-
sions are simultaneously at work: next to historical time (period, trend) also birth 
cohort (generation) and age (life cycle) play a role. With each of these three time 
dimensions, different theoretical explanations can be associated. Age effects repre-
sent age-related developmental changes through the life cycle. In principle, life 
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cycle effects are more general in nature and apply regardless of time and birth 
cohort. Period and birth cohort effects refer to exogenous contextual changes in 
broader social conditions. Period effects occur as a result of cultural and economic 
societal changes that are unique to specific time periods (e.g., a severe economic 
recession, a health crisis like the COVID-19 crisis) and thus apply to everyone 
regardless of age. Cohort effects are the essence of social change, not just deter-
mined by the time of birth as such, but also by cumulatively going through the same 
historical and social factors.

The main research questions in this chapter are: (1) what is the relative impact of 
age, period, birth cohort, GDP and unemployment rate on general life satisfaction in 
the long-term (1973–2022) and across eight West-European countries; (2) com-
pared with previous large economic crises after 1972, how important is the impact 
of the COVID-19 crisis (2000–2022) on general life satisfaction across eight West- 
European countries (1973–2022).

To answer these questions, most earlier (cross-sectional) study designs are inad-
equate because they focus on only one temporal dimension and thereby thus assume 
that the other two temporal dimensions have no effects. A solution to this problem, 
proposed by Yang and Land (2013) is to apply Hierarchical Age- 
Period-Cohort Regression (HAPC-regression), to a set of pooled repeated cross-
sectional surveys thereby making it possible to estimate the net trend, life cycle and 
generation effects. We apply this technique to a combined set of Eurobarometer 
survey data (n = 585,154) covering half a century (1973–2022) for eight countries 
that were already part of the European Union in 1973: Denmark, France, former 
West Germany, Great Britain (i.e., excluding Northern Ireland), Ireland, Italy, the 
Netherlands and Belgium (Flanders only).

The study indicates that period effects dominate cohort effects. Moreover, severe 
economic recessions and the COVID-19 crisis have both a significant but different 
impact on life satisfaction levels. The remainder of the chapter is as follows: Sect. 
2.2 provides an overview of the literature and gives the context. Section 2.3 presents 
the data and our empirical strategy. In Sect. 2.4, we describe the results of the analy-
sis, and we conclude in Sect. 2.5.

2.2  Literature Review

Subjective well-being refers to an individual’s own assessment of their life and 
encompasses both cognitive (perceptive) and affective (emotional) aspects. (Sirgy 
2021; Verlet and Callens 2010). The extent to which someone feels good is referred 
to as the “hedonic feeling level” or “happiness” (Veenhoven 2002). General Life 
Satisfaction is a conscious cognitive judgement with life as a whole (Huebner and 
Dew 1996), while happiness is the affective component that measures how a person 
feels about their life (Veenhoven 2002). According to Diener et al. (1985, 71), life 
satisfaction is described as a mental evaluation process that relies on comparing 
one’s circumstances with a perceived standard of what is considered appropriate. 
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The closer the perception of life achievements aligns with the standard, the higher 
the individual’s life satisfaction will be. People can evaluate their life intellectually 
by comparing wishes and reality, and by estimating the likelihood of their wishes 
being fulfilled (Veenhoven 2002).

In recent years, the use of happiness (life satisfaction) as an alternative measure 
of social progress in contrast to the traditional measure of Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) has been debated in various circles (Commission of the European 
Communities 2009; Stiglitz et al. 2009). The criticism of GDP includes that it does 
not accurately reflect social and ecological dimensions. On the other hand, while 
GDP can detect economic fluctuations quite well, change of happiness seems to 
vary substantially in the long run in only some developed countries (Easterlin and 
O’Connor 2023). Moreover, general life satisfaction research seems to reveal only 
limited variation along socio-economic strata (Verlet and Callens 2010). International 
comparisons, on the other hand, show that developed countries do indeed seem to 
differ from each other (Pittau et al. 2010), even though it cannot be excluded that 
these differences are partly due to measurement issues.

The main focus of this chapter is to examine the effect of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on subjective well-being, measured as general life satisfaction. To get a com-
plete understanding of how the crisis has affected life satisfaction, it is crucial to 
consider both a long-term and a cross-national perspective. This will enable us to 
compare the impact of the COVID crisis with that of previous economic downturns, 
such as the unemployment/inflation crisis of the early 1980s and the Great Recession 
(2007–2008) and to consider possible explanations for heterogeneity among 
countries.

To determine the impact of such crises, it is important to distinguish three time 
dimensions: age (life cycle), historical time (period, trend), and birth cohort. Age 
effects represent age-related developmental changes over the life cycle (e.g., health: 
Gove et al. 1989). Period and cohort effects refer to exogenous contextual changes 
in broader social conditions. According to Ryder (1965), cohort effects form the 
essence of social change. Thus, a birth cohort is not only determined by the time of 
birth as such, but also by cumulatively experiencing the same kind of social experi-
ences: the social conditions in early life, formal education, the same historical and 
social factors. Period effects arise as a result of cultural and economic changes that 
are unique to specific time periods (e.g., the COVID-19 crisis, the Great 
Recession, …) and thus apply to everyone regardless of age.

We found that in Flanders trend fluctuations are stronger than life-cycle effects 
with little to no generation effects, while some other countries exhibit signs of a 
generational change with few trend fluctuations (Callens 2017). It was also found 
that the international differences in life satisfaction are stronger than the temporal 
differences. As Callens (2017) mainly focused on the effect of social stratification 
variables (including across time and cohort) only, it remained unclear as to what 
macro-level factors can explain the long-term trends in the data.

The present chapter complements an earlier analysis in Callens (2017), which 
was focused on social stratification differentials, by adding macro-economic con-
text variables (GDP, unemployment rate) and by extending the reference period to 
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also include the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic (1973–2022). During this era, 
Western Europe faced several major economic crises (Eichengreen 2008) including 
the 1973 oil crisis, the 1981–1982 recession, the 1989–1991 recession, the 
2007–2008 financial recession and more recently the 2009–2012 Eurozone Debt 
Crisis (Collignon 2012) and the COVID-19/Ukraine crisis. In addition, there were 
also other smaller recessions and economic difficulties during this period.

The 1973 oil crisis was a period of high inflation and economic recession caused 
by the sudden increase in oil prices by the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC). In 1981–1982, a global recession was caused by a combination 
of oil price increases, inflation and high unemployment. The late 1980s and early 
1990s recession was a period of economic slowdown in Europe caused by declining 
competitiveness, high government debt and slow growth. The 2007–2008 global 
financial crisis started with the collapse of the US housing market and spread to 
Europe; this crisis led to widespread bank failures and a global recession. The 
Eurozone Debt Crisis began in 2009 and was a result of the high sovereign debt 
levels of several European countries, which led to a crisis in the eurozone.

More recently, the COVID-19 health crisis (2020–2022) has had far-reaching 
and profound consequences, both globally and at the individual level. The direct 
impact on health and mortality was high as the virus infected a large number of 
people who then became very sick, leading to increased healthcare costs and a sig-
nificant strain on healthcare systems globally. But the COVID-19 isolation mea-
sures (social distancing, travel restrictions, …) imposed to prevent illness in the 
absence of an effective vaccine, had also very negative consequences on the econ-
omy and the (mental) well-being of people.

Economically, the pandemic resulted in widespread job losses, business closures, 
supply chain disruptions and decreased mobility, … resulting in a significant decline 
in the global economy. Many individuals and businesses have faced financial diffi-
culties as a result. However, the economy recovered strongly from 2021 into early 
2022 following the introduction of effective COVID-19 vaccines. By the end of 
2022, raising inflation (partly due to the energy crisis caused by the Ukraine-Russia 
war), led central banks to raise interest rates, thereby increasing recession risks.

Levels of life satisfaction first dropped considerably during the early stages of 
the pandemic and then showed high volatility along the different waves (Brülhart 
and Lalive 2020; Recchi et al. 2020). The major question from a long term perspec-
tive is then whether life satisfaction levels will fully recover from pre-pandemic 
levels; however this is not an easy question to answer as the ending phase of the 
COVID-crisis meanwhile overlaps with a new crisis (Ukraine-Russia war, energy 
crisis, high levels of inflation).

How has overall subjective well-being evolved in recent decades: has it increased 
or decreased? Veenhoven and Kregel (2022) report average happiness in more than 
50 nations worldwide for periods ranging from 1997–2018 (Peru) up to 1946–2017 
(USA). For change of average happiness expressed in a ten points scale, they report 
an average rise of 0.652 (50 studies) and an average decline of –.582 (30 studies) in 
life satisfaction over the various study periods considered. Over the period 
1973–2019 Eurobarometer data show a rise for Denmark (+0.70), Italy (+0.20), the 

M. Callens and D. Verlet



25

Netherlands (+0.60) and France (+0.30), United Kingdom (+0.46) and West 
Germany (+0.46; 1990–2019) but declines in Belgium (–0.59) and Ireland (–0.40). 
However, trend studies based on average life satisfaction levels, do not control for 
age or other relevant individual covariates. So, it is very much in question whether 
such trends are robust enough against statistical control at the individual level.

The research literature, using panel data or time series also shows mixed find-
ings, that often contradict findings in reported average happiness or that are based 
on cross-sectional data (e.g., Easterlin and O’Connor (2023). Easterlin (1995) finds 
little or no empirical support for an increase in subjective well-being. In the US, 
there has even been a slight decrease (Blanchflower and Oswald 2004). On the other 
hand, Easterlin and O’Connor (2023) found between 1981–1982 and 2017–2018 
considerable variation for the change in happiness among nine European countries. 
Spain, Italy and France increased up to 10% of the scale used, but Denmark and 
Sweden decreased 3%. Easterlin and O’Connor (2023) concluded in their analyses 
that generous welfare programs are the main driver for changes in happiness. Based 
on panel data for Australia and Switzerland between 2001 and 2016, Chesters et al. 
(2021) found no evidence for negative period effects due to the Great Recession.

Does increased prosperity over the past decades have a positive effect on general 
life satisfaction. The relative utility theorists (e.g., Davis 1984) predict that, despite 
increased prosperity, there will not be an increase in overall subjective well-being: 
not the absolute standard of living of an individual is important, but rather their rela-
tive position, either compared to others (reference thesis) or to their own past (adap-
tation thesis). According to the proponents of the absolute utility theory (e.g., 
Hagerty and Veenhoven 2003), increased prosperity leads to the fulfillment of more 
needs and therefore subjective well-being increases.

What is the relationship between unemployment and general life satisfaction? It 
is a well stated finding that unemployment reduces well-being considerably. For the 
UK, Clark and Oswald (1994) found that joblessness depressed well-being more 
than other negative experiences such as a divorce. Unemployment has a negative 
effect on people that are unemployed themselves, but also on people who are not 
personally affected by unemployment (Di Tella et al. 2003). However, sensitivity of 
subjective well-being to fluctuations in unemployment rates is much lower in the 
public than in the private sector. Civil servants, who are protected the most against 
economic shocks do not worry about job security, the opposite is the case for work-
ers in the private sector who worry about losing their job, especially in high unem-
ployment rate conditions (Luechinger et al. 2010).

In summary, we can say that there are frequent indications of social, temporal, 
and international gradients in the field of subjective well-being. Since both theory 
and empirics are partly characterized by contradictory elements, it is not possible to 
formulate precise research hypotheses in the current state of affairs. The research 
questions are therefore necessarily of a more general, exploratory nature: (1) over 
the long haul (1973–2022) and across eight West-European countries, what is the 
relative effect of age, period, birth cohort, GDP, and unemployment rate on overall 
life satisfaction; (2) in comparison to previous significant economic crises after 
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1972, what is the impact of the COVID-19 crisis (2000–2022) on general life satis-
faction across the same eight West-European countries (1973–2022).

2.3  Data and Method

2.3.1  Variables

In this chapter we use individual level data from a series of Standard Eurobarometer 
surveys going back to 1973. The Standard Eurobarometer survey, conducted by the 
European Commission’s Directorate-General for Communication, is a periodic, 
standardized survey that covers a range of topics including citizens’ attitudes 
towards the EU, their political and social values, and their beliefs and perceptions 
on issues such as immigration, the economy, and the environment.

Only part of these surveys is available in a harmonized form as the so-called 
Mannheim Eurobarometer Trend File (doi: 10.4232/1.0074) including data from the 
European Communities Studies 1970 up to Eurobarometer 57.2 in 2002. This trend 
file contains information of 1,134,384 respondents from, in total 82 waves and 145 
variables (Schmitt et al. 2008, 2009). To cover the 2003–2022 period, we standard-
ize Eurobarometer Survey data as available by the end of January 2023 up to 
Eurobarometer 98.1 (European Commission 2022). The data for Eurobarometer 
98.1 were collected in June/July 2022.

The early Eurobarometer surveys were held in only six countries (the then 
Member States of the EU). As the EU gradually grew, so did the number of partici-
pating countries in the Eurobarometer surveys. At present, in addition to the twenty- 
seven member states, also candidate countries, the United Kingdom, Norway, 
Switzerland and other territories are also included, in total more than forty territorial 
units. In this chapter, the focus is on the long term and for this reason the analysis 
includes only seven countries (Denmark, France, West Germany, Great Britain, 
Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands), and the region of Flanders (Belgium). The total 
sample size for the pooled dataset (1973–2022) is 585,154 persons of 15 years and 
older (no age limit) and residing in the EU. Country total sample size ranges from 
75,551 for Ireland to 79,038 for the United Kingdom; for the Flemish Region the 
sample size is significantly lower: 42,851. Typically, the sample size per country per 
individual survey is thousand units.

The collection of Standard Eurobarometer data, currently spanning half a cen-
tury, can be regarded as a set of repeated cross-sectional surveys,1 a type of research 
design where a population is repeatedly sample surveyed at different points in time 
(typically once a year). Ideally, each Standard Eurobarometer survey uses the same 
survey design (questionnaire, sample design, survey mode, …) so that the data 

1 Note however that in such a design, as opposed to in a panel design, it is not possible to follow 
individuals over time.
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obtained from a cross-section of the population are comparable. Such a design 
allows us to track changes in the population over time and make comparisons 
between different time points.

Although the majority of trend questions concern people’s knowledge of and 
opinion about the EU, several other social, economic, and political topics (e.g. over-
all life satisfaction) are also included. In addition, various background variables 
such as: age, gender, education, marital status, region, income, subjective social 
class, occupation … are available.

The key variable of interest in this study is overall life satisfaction. This variable 
measures how people evaluate their life as a whole rather than their current feelings: 
the focus of overall life satisfaction is the life one leads in general, whereby the time 
frame is undefined. The question used in the Eurobarometer is: “On the whole, are 
you very satisfied, fairly satisfied or not at all satisfied with the life you lead? Would 
you say you are …?”. The respondents report this themselves by means of a verbal 
four-point scale: “Very satisfied (1), satisfied (2), not satisfied (3), not very satisfied 
(4).” We reverse this scale in the analysis so that the “not very satisfied”-category 
corresponds to the lowest score (1), and the “very satisfied”-category to the highest 
score (4). In this way, achieving a high score corresponds to a high degree of life 
satisfaction.

We explicitly include the three different dimensions of time: Age, Period and 
Cohort (APC). Age is operationalized by age of the respondent (in years); Period by 
historical time (calendar year) and Cohort by birth cohort of the respondent (grouped 
in 5 year birth cohorts). Age of the respondent (in years, 15–98 years) is centered 
around the average age in the pooled dataset (45.02 years). In the multivariate anal-
ysis, age is specified in quadratic form (age + age squared; see below). Historical 
time includes each calendar year between 1973 and 2022, but not 1974 and 1996 as 
in both these years the question about overall life satisfaction was not included in 
the Standard Eurobarometer surveys. To avoid identification issues with age, birth 
cohort of the respondent is operationalized as 23 5-year birth cohorts: until 1899, 
1900–1904, ..., 2000–2004, and from 2005. Note that the pooled dataset includes 
respondents that were born in three different centuries.

As stratification variables we include: gender, country (or region), educational 
level and marital status. Unfortunately, because of their fairly to extremely high 
item-nonresponse, other relevant variables such as income, occupation, (subjective) 
social class, the number of members in the household, … could not be included in 
the analysis. The inclusion of these variables in our dataset, especially in combina-
tion, would lead to a high dropout and an unwanted selectivity.

In more recent years, gender in the Eurobarometer surveys also includes the non- 
binary category. However for reasons of comparability with older Eurobarometer 
surveys, we dropped the non-binary cases and assigned female as the reference 
category. Educational level, defined as the age when finishing education has four 
levels: still studying, 15 years and less, 16–19 years (reference category), and more 
than 20 years. Marital status consists of four categories: single, divorced, widowed 
and married (reference category).
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We also include in the analysis a number of variables at the country/region level: 
change in gdp per capita and unemployment rate. Change in gdp per capita is mea-
sured in chained dollars in 2015 prices and derived from the National Accounts 
Main Aggregates Database (United Nations 2023). Measurement in chained dollars 
adjusts real dollar amounts for inflation. To measure unemployment rate we use the 
Annual Macro-economic Database (AMECO) of the European Commission’s 
Directorate General for Economic and Financial Affairs (ECFIN 2023). ECFINs 
version of unemployment rate is survey-based and agrees with the definition by the 
International Labor Organization. When the Region of Flanders is analyzed on its 
own, alternative data are used based on administrative data. These data, which are 
more robust than data based on surveys, are produced by the Federal Planning 
Bureau of Belgium (Federaal Planbureau 2022).

2.3.2  Method

The combined Eurobarometer data provide a unique opportunity to disentangle 
trend, age and cohort effects using Age-Period-Cohort (APC) analysis. APC analy-
sis distinguishes three types of variations related to time: variations associated with 
age group (life cycle), historical period (trend), and birth cohort (generation). It is a 
valuable tool to understand the underlying causes of these variations, which can be 
internal (due to age) or external (due to historical events or birth cohort experiences) 
(Ryder 1965). If life cycle effects dominate the other two time dimensions, then the 
explanatory basis is often to be found internally (for example, diseases increase 
with age and it can be expected that overall life satisfaction decreases accordingly). 
Trends and birth cohort differences are based on external causes (e.g., the COVID-19 
crisis) or thalidomide used by pregnant women to cure morning sickness (cohort). 
The COVID-19 crisis affected all individuals regardless of their age, while thalido-
mide only affected the children of a generation of pregnant women (until the drug 
was taken out of circulation).

However, the three time processes involved are linearly related to each other 
(cohort = period – age) which poses a challenging problem that is difficult to solve. 
The classic APC analysis method is controversial and suffers from the identification 
problem (Mason et  al. 1973) where the estimated regression coefficients are not 
unique, leading to difficulties in estimation (Mason et al. 1973). Efforts have been 
made to solve this problem but with limited success (Glenn 1976, 2005).

A different situation arises when the researcher (as in the case of the Eurobarometer 
data) has access to microdata in the form of (a sufficient number of) repeated cross- 
sectional surveys. In a series of articles, Yang (2008) and Yang and Land (2006, 
2013) propose a number of innovations in the analysis of repeated cross-sectional 
data, offering a solution to the identification problem using different temporal 
groups for period and cohort and a non-linear transformation of age. In this chapter 
we use single year for age (thereby applying a quadratic transformation), year of 
survey for period, and 5-year intervals for birth cohort.

M. Callens and D. Verlet
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Conceptually, the data structure of the Eurobarometer data is a cross-classified 
hierarchy: respondents (level 1) are hierarchically clustered in a cross-classified 
classification of two social contexts (level 2) defined by birth cohort and time period. 
In other words, all respondents are simultaneously members of exactly one birth 
cohort and one time period. The core idea is then to consider birth cohort and time 
period as social contexts (Yang and Land 2006).

To model the impact of period and birth cohort, two alternative strategies can be 
used: a fixed effects or a random effects model. The fixed effects approach is 
achieved through an Analysis of Covariance repeated cross-sectional regression 
model, where the effect of birth cohort and time period is controlled by the inclusion 
of dummy variables. However, this approach has limitations such as underestimat-
ing the significance level of covariate regression coefficients and the inability to 
introduce intercepts and covariates at the birth cohort and time period level.

In a random effects model the variability in general life satisfaction associated 
with individuals, birth cohorts, and time periods can be specified as random inter-
cepts with variance parameters (Goldstein 2003; Raudenbush and Bryk 2002; 
Snijders and Bosker 2012). The interpretation of the β-parameters is that of a regres-
sion coefficient in a classic multiple regression model. According to Ferrer-i- 
Carbonell and Frijters (2004), it should make little or no difference whether scores 
for life satisfaction are ordinal or cardinal. Therefore, we prefer to work with a lin-
ear specification for general life satisfaction instead of ordered logits; the latter still 
posing many estimation problems, including non-convergence (Callens 2004).

How to model the impact of country/region? Besides the two previously men-
tioned social contexts birth cohort and time period, we also consider country/region 
as a social context. As outlined in Callens (2010), there are three modeling strate-
gies for specifying country/region as a social context: separate regressions, 
ANCOVA regression, and multilevel regression. The use of multilevel models is 
elegant but cannot be applied here because the number of available countries/
regions is too small. For this reason, we use separate regressions per country/region. 
The disadvantage of separate regressions is that time-constant explanatory variables 
at the country level cannot be included in the analysis.

2.4  Results

2.4.1  Flanders

In Table 2.1 the results for four cross-classified random effects age-period-cohort 
regression models for general life satisfaction in Flanders (1973–2022) are pre-
sented. For the fixed effects, unstandardized regression coefficients and for the ran-
dom effects, variances are used. Interpreting the fixed effects is straightforward: life 
satisfaction is rated on a scale of 1–4, therefore a fixed effect of 0.1 for a particular 
independent variable indicates a 3.33% increase in life satisfaction per 1 unit 
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Table 2.1 General life satisfaction, results for four sub-models of cross-classified random-effect 
age-period-cohort regressions, Flanders, 1973–2022

Fixed effects Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Beta Beta Beta Beta

Intercept 3.2382*** 3.2043*** 3.1879*** 3.5317***
Age –.0022*** –.0013*** –.0011**
Age² 0.0001*** 0.0001*** 0.0001***
Male –.0034 –.0046
Education (ref = 16–19 yr.)

Education (14–15 yr.) –.0462*** –.0464***

Education (20–22 yr.) 0.0881*** 0.0877***

Still studying 0.0760*** 0.0764***
GDP-Cap-Ch –.0000
Unemployment rate –.0242***
Random effects Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Variance Variance Variance Variance
Period effect 0.0101*** 0.0097*** 0.0098*** 0.0067***
Cohort effect 0.0026* 0.0021** 0.0022* 0.0020*
Individual variance 0.4098*** 0.4089*** 0.4069*** 0.4080***
Goodness of fit 79,708 79,642 79,463 77,768

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Source: Standard Eurobarometer Survey Data (1973–2022), GESIS

increase on that variable’s scale. For categorical independent variables, the fixed 
effect represents the difference in life satisfaction between the selected subgroup 
and a reference group.

Model 1, a so-called empty model, shows three variance estimates (period, 
cohort and individual variance) but no fixed estimates. Both time-level variances are 
small but significant. We therefore prefer a multilevel approach over a fixed effect 
(ANCOVA) one. The share of the period variance in the total variance is 2.5%, that 
of the cohort variance barely 0.5%; the individual variance (97%) clearly dominates 
the two other (time-related) variance components. In Model 2, the net overall effects 
for respectively age, cohort and period are given. Age is represented as a fixed esti-
mate (Beta) and cohort and period as variances of random effects. We present the 
results of Model 2 in more detail in Figs. 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3 (see below).

In Model 3, the results for independent variables at the individual level (i.e., 
gender and educational level2) are presented. While the effect for gender is not sta-
tistically significant, the effect for educational level is: the higher the educational 
level, the higher the life satisfaction. Finally, in Model 4, we present the results for 
independent variables at the country level. The negative effect for unemployment, in 

2 We omitted in Table 2.1 the results for the interaction effects between social stratification vari-
ables and across cohort/period. The results are similar to these found in Callens (2017).
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Fig. 2.1 Overall effect of age on general life satisfaction, Flanders, 1973–2022. Source: Standard 
Eurobarometer Survey Data (1973–2022), GESIS
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Fig. 2.2 Overall effect of (5 year) birth cohort on general life satisfaction, Flanders, 1973–2012. 
Source: Standard Eurobarometer Survey Data (1973–2022), GESIS

line with theoretical expectations, is clearly significant. The effect for Change in 
GDP per capita, on the other hand is not significant.

According to the findings of Model 2 shown in Fig. 2.1, there is a significant 
impact of age on life satisfaction after accounting for random period and cohort 
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Fig. 2.3 Overall effect of period on general life satisfaction (series 1) and observed unemploy-
ment rates (series 2), Flanders, 1973–2022. Source: Standard Eurobarometer Survey Data 
(1973–2022), GESIS and HERMREG, Federal Planning Bureau

effects. The decrease in life satisfaction is modest, with an average of 0.0022 units 
per year. This decline is not constant, but rather gradually slows down as one ages 
until the age of 56, and then begins to reverse. Over a full professional working life 
span (18–65 years), the difference adds up to a reduction of 0.12 units or 4%.

These results do not support the maturity hypothesis (Gove et al. 1989), which 
predicts that life satisfaction increases with age due to positive psychological adap-
tation processes such as increased self-confidence. In Flanders, after the happy 
years as a teenager/young adult, life satisfaction gradually decreases in middle age 
and then slowly reverses at the age of 56. The dynamics behind this pattern are pos-
sibly due to the demands of combining family and work during (early) middle age.

Figure 2.2 displays the estimated random effects (controlled for age and period) 
for 23 different 5-year birth cohorts (born before 1995 up to born after 2005). In 
comparison with age (see Fig. 2.1) and period, (see Fig. 2.3), only relatively weak 
predicted cohort effects are found (maximum deviation from the average cohort is 
0.08, only 2.7% in terms of the life satisfaction scale): one peak at around (1930–1934 
cohort: +0.07) and two troughs (1900–1904 cohort: –0.07 and 2000–2004 cohort: 
–0.07). The four 5-year cohorts after the 1930–1934 cohort also show significantly 
positive deviations from the average (ranging from 0.03 to 0.05). A possible expla-
nation here is that despite facing hardships during their childhood and adolescence, 
these generations were able to benefit from the economic growth following World 
War II in the 1950s and 1960s, leading to—against their own initial expectations—
ultimately a positive evaluation of their lives.

The three eldest cohorts deviate on average –0.06 from the average cohort. This 
negative impact might be due to the experience of cumulative hardships during the 
World War I, the depression in the 1930s and World War II. Finally, the 2000–2004 
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cohort experienced a –0.08 deviation from the average cohort. A possible explana-
tion might be that the COVID-19 crisis—taking place during the formative years of 
this generation—had a much larger impact on the 2000–2004 cohort than the older 
generations.

In Fig. 2.3 we show the predicted period effects (in deviations from the average 
trend)3 in Flanders in the last 50 years. The peak level is situated at the start of the 
observations in 1973 (+0.20 above the average trend). Then follows a period with 
significantly positive effects until 1981 (on average +0.075 above the average trend). 
A second positive period is found between 2004 and 2014 (on average +0.078). In 
between these two periods, there is a deep trough in 1986 (–0.23), the lowest life 
satisfaction of a negative period that started in 1983 (average of –0.125). A second 
longer trough is situated between 1997 and 2003 (–0.20 in 1998; on average –0.135). 
In between the two troughs, the life satisfaction trend predictions hover around the 
average trend, except in 1991 (+0.09). Recently there are two negative trend years, 
in 2015 (–0.09) and 2022 (–0.10). Surprisingly, 2021 is the only negatively impacted 
trend year in the recent 3-year COVID-period (2020–2022). However, compared 
with the three previous years (2017–2019), the 3 years impacted by the COVID-19 
crisis (2020–2022), on average saw a decline in predicted life satisfaction levels  
by –0.08. Compared with other crisis periods in the last 50 years, the impact of the 
COVID- crisis on life satisfaction in Flanders seems to be rather limited based on 
this analysis.

The net predicted trends for life satisfaction over the 1973–2022 period roughly 
correlate with the unemployment rate in the same period (see Fig. 2.3): a peak in life 
satisfaction seems to coincide with a trough in unemployment rate (e.g., 1973, 
1991) and vice versa (mid-eighties, mid-nineties). However, from 2008 onwards, 
this negative link between unemployment rate (reaching again low levels) and life 
satisfaction seems to gradually have weakened.

2.4.2  Europe

This section compares the general life satisfaction in Flanders to seven other 
European countries, Denmark, the Netherlands, Ireland, Great Britain, West 
Germany, France, and Italy. Based on eight separate random intercept models aver-
age life satisfaction for each country, roughly shows a north-south gradient with 
Denmark (3.57) and the Netherlands (3.37) on the top and France (2.89) and Italy 
(2.74) on the bottom. In between we have Flanders (3.21), Ireland (3.19), Great 
Britain (3.15) and West Germany (3.06). The difference between the lowest and 
highest life satisfaction level, about a quarter of the scale range, is fairly large.

3 The predicted period effects   for life satisfaction are net period effects, controlled for the average 
age (45 years) and the average birth cohort.
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Table 2.2 General life satisfaction, variance components and ranking, results for eight separate 
cross-classified random effects age-period-cohort regressions, Flanders, and seven European 
countries, 1973–2022

Country/region
Period Cohort Individual Total
Variance Rank Variance Rank Variance Rank Variance

Denmark 0.006*** 6 0.000 7 0.335*** 8 0.342***
The Netherlands 0.004*** 8 0.001* 3 0.391*** 7 0.395***
Flanders 0.010*** 4 0.002* 2 0.409*** 5 0.421***
Ireland 0.011*** 3 0.000* 7 0.525*** 2 0.536***
Great Britain 0.005*** 7 0.001* 3 0.506*** 4 0.511***
West Germany 0.012*** 2 0.001** 3 0.406*** 6 0.419***
France 0.005*** 5 0.016* 1 0.517*** 3 0.539***
Italy 0.014*** 1 0.001* 3 0.528*** 1 0.542***

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
Source: Standard Eurobarometer Survey Data (1973–2022), GESIS

Table 2.2 gives the variance components (period, cohort and individual variance) 
and the total variance. In all countries, the individual (residual) variance is signifi-
cantly larger than the other two variance components. In most countries the trend 
fluctuations clearly dominate the cohort variance; except in France, where cohort 
fluctuations are stronger than the period variance. In general, cohort variance is 
(very) low (0.001–0.002) to non-existing (Denmark and Ireland), except in France 
(0.016). For period variances there are two groups, one with low variances: the 
Netherlands, France, Great Britain and Denmark (0.004–0.006) and one with high 
variances: Flanders, Ireland, West Germany and Italy (0.010–0.014).

The age effect takes different functional forms. The dominant functional form is 
negative quadratic (Denmark, Flanders, and Italy); in the Netherlands, the age effect 
is also negative, but linear. In Ireland and Great Britain, we see a positive quadratic 
relationship. Finally, in France and in West Germany there seems to be no effect of 
age. Why the overall life satisfaction increases through the life cycle in one country 
and decreases in another, is an open question.

Not surprisingly, as already could be inferred from the mostly (very) low levels 
of the country-specific cohort variances presented in Table 2.2, the predicted yearly 
cohort effects in Table 2.3, are also quite low, not exceeding absolute values of 0.08 
(in Flanders) and 0.06 (in Italy). One exception however is France, where negative 
deviations up to –0.11 (cohorts 1915–1960) and positive deviations up to +0.27 
(cohorts 1980–2005) are found. The contrast between these older and younger gen-
erations is very clear in France. One possible explanation is that, due to external 
immigration in recent decades, the composition of younger cohorts has changed 
such that the typical negative cultural attitude towards happiness of the French 
(Senik 2014), is now mixed with a more positive cultural attitude of the younger 
(and larger) immigrant cohorts. In the other countries we do not find any such clear 
patterns. The finding for Flanders that the 2000–2004 5-year cohort deviates nega-
tively from the average cohort, is not confirmed in other countries. More generally, 
country patterns across cohorts seem to be mostly country specific.
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Table 2.3 General life satisfaction and estimated cohort effects, results for eight separate cross- 
classified random effects age-period-cohort regressions, Flanders, and seven European countries, 
1973–2022

Cohort
Denmark

The 
Netherlands Flanders Ireland

Great 
Britain

West 
Germany France Italy

Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta

1895
1900 –.07*
1905
1910 0.05**
1915 –.03* –.07*
1920 –.03** –.07*
1925 –.03* –.09**
1930 –.03* 0.07*** –.11*** –.03*
1935 0.05** 0.02* –.11***
1940 0.02* 0.04** 0.04*** –.11***
1945 0.02** 0.03* 0.03** –.11***
1950 0.02* 0.04** –.02* –.11*** –.04***
1955 –.02* –.03** –.11*** –.06***
1960 –.02* –.03** –.08** –.04***
1965 –.03** –.03**
1970
1975 0.04**
1980 0.03* 0.09**
1985 0.03* 0.12**
1990 0.04* 0.23***
1995 0.20*** 0.05*
2000 –.01 –.08* –.03 –.01 0.27*** 0.01
2005 0.00 0.01 –.01 0.00 0.22** 0.03

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
Source: Standard Eurobarometer Survey Data (1973–2022), GESIS

In Table 2.4, we show the results for the predicted period effects of eight coun-
tries. In the context of this chapter, it is not possible to analyse the eight country- 
specific profiles in detail. Therefore, we restrict the analysis to two periods: the 
1983–1986 economic crisis and the 2020–2022 COVID-crisis, comparing them also 
with their pre-crisis periods (respectively 1979–1982 and 2017–2018).

During the 1983–1986 economic crisis, the trend effect, is consistently and clearly 
present in all eight countries/regions. Averaged over the eight countries and for the 
4-year period, the estimated deviation from average life satisfaction amounts  
to –0.08. When applying the same calculus to the COVID-19 era, the estimated devi-
ation is +0.045; a remarkable difference (0.125). However, from a short term per-
spective, compared with the 3 years preceding the COVID-19 era, we see on average 
a 0.05 drop during the COVID-19 crisis. This is comparable with the 1983–1986 
shock, which showed on average a 0.04 drop from the previous period (of 4 years).
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Table 2.4 General life satisfaction and estimated period effects, results for eight separate cross- 
classified random effects age-period-cohort regressions, Flanders, and seven European countries, 
1973–2022

Year
Denmark

The 
Netherlands Flanders Ireland

Great 
Britain

West 
Germany France Italy

Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta

1979 –.13*** 0.03 0.10*** –.06* –.08** 0.03 –.12*** –.18***
1980 –.08*** 0.05* 0.03 –.03 0.01 –.06* –.11*** –.10***
1981 –.05 –.02 0.10** –.07* –.05* –.13*** –.08** –.03
1982 –.06** 0.00 –.02 0.00 0.01 –.07** 0.01 –.05*
1983 –.08*** –.09*** –.09*** –.15*** –.06** –.12*** –.05** –.08**
1984 –.06*** –.02 –.11*** –.09*** –.02 –.06** –.07*** –.06*
1985 –.04** –.11*** –.11*** –.16*** –.05** –.11*** –.07*** –.06*
1986 –.05** –.08*** –.23*** –.17*** –.06** –.04 –.05* 0.00

2017 0.11*** 0.08*** 0.10*** 0.18*** 0.12*** 0.21*** 0.07** –.07*
2018 0.10*** 0.10*** 0.02 0.13*** 0.11*** 0.16*** 0.07** –.06*
2019 0.12*** 0.10*** –.05 0.12*** 0.12*** 0.18*** 0.04 0.06
2020 0.12*** 0.12*** 0.05 0.07* 0.03 0.23*** 0.04 0.00
2021 –.07*** 0.03* –.03 –.05* –.05* 0.20*** 0.01 –.05*
2022 0.02 0.05** –.10*** 0.20*** 0.00 0.17*** –.02 0.05*

A 0.02 0.07 –.03 0.07 –.01 0.20 0.01 0.00
B 0.11 0.09 0.02 0.15 0.12 0.18 0.06 –.02
C –.09 –.02 –.05 –.07 –.13 0.02 –.05 0.02
D –.19 –.08 –.08 –.12 –.08 –.02 –.03 –.05

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
Note: A: Covid average (2020, 2021 and 2022); B: pre-Covid average (2017, 2018, 2019); C: dif-
ference between A and B; D: difference between 2021 and 2020
Source: Standard Eurobarometer Survey Data (1973–2022), GESIS

It is remarkable that, on average, 2020 (the first pandemic year) compared with 
2019, does not show any decline in life satisfaction levels. However, in the second 
year of the pandemic (2021), average life satisfaction levels clearly decline (–0.08) 
to rebound again (+0.05) in 2022, compensating more than half the drop in the pre-
vious year (2021), but clearly not yet at pre-pandemic levels. But recovery is not yet 
on its way in all countries: in Flanders, West Germany and Italy, life satisfaction is 
still declining (slightly) in 2022. Finally, the change of life satisfaction in the 
COVID-19 era, compared with the previous 3-year period varies considerably 
across countries, from a decline of –0.13 in Great Britain, to a small rise of 0.02 in 
West Germany and Italy.

To conclude, the short term-effect of the economic crisis of the early eighties and 
the COVID-crisis on life satisfaction is comparable in size, but seen on the long- 
term, the life satisfaction trough in the eighties was much deeper and (probably) 
longer, than the trough caused by the COVID-crisis.

Finally, in Table 2.5, we present the effect of two macro-variables on life satisfac-
tion, change in GDP per capita and unemployment rate. For the GDP-variable used 
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Table 2.5 General life satisfaction, GDP change per capita and unemployment rate, results for 
eight separate cross-classified random effects age-period-cohort regressions, Flanders, and seven 
European countries, 1973–2022

Variable
Denmark

The 
Netherlands Flanders Ireland

Great 
Britain

West 
Germany France Italy

Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta

Change in 
GDP/capita

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Unemployment 
rate

0.008 –.003 –.017* –.012*** 0.000 –.023*** 0.009 0.008

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
Source: Standard Eurobarometer Survey Data (1973–2022), GESIS

in the analysis, no (statistical) significant effect has been found.4 These findings are 
in line with the relative utility thesis (Davis 1984). For unemployment, no (statistical) 
significant effect has been found for the group of low trend variance countries 
(Denmark, the Netherlands, Great Britain and France) and Italy. In three out of four 
high trend variance counties, the effect is—in line with theoretical expectations—
negative: West Germany (–0.023), Flanders (–0.017) and Ireland (–0.012). This 
means that a 1% rise in unemployment rate on average induces a decrease of the life 
satisfaction level of –0.76% in West Germany, –0.56% in Flanders and –0.4% in Italy.

2.5  Discussion and Conclusion

In this chapter, we apply several Hierarchical Age-Period-Cohort regressions on 
Eurobarometer survey data combined with economic time series, to assess the rela-
tive impact of age, period, cohort and economic variables (GDP and unemploy-
ment) on general life satisfaction. We thereby use a long-term (1973–2022) and 
cross-national perspective: Denmark, the Netherlands, Ireland, Great Britain, West 
 Germany, France, Italy, and Belgium (Flanders only). A second analytic goal is to 
compare the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on general life satisfaction levels with 
the impact of previous severe economic crisis (since 1973), across the same eight 
West-European countries.

Based on the empirical results (see Sect. 2.4), some general conclusions can be 
made. Although countries show considerable heterogeneity in the results: different 
functional forms of the age effects, variation in the size of the cohort and trend vari-
ances, partly country-specific predicted period effect trends, …; we also see some 
regularities both from a long-term and a cross-national perspective.

When time variance levels (period or cohort) for a country are relatively large, 
subsequent analysis of the predicted trend, respectively cohort variances can reveal 
important insights. In general, period effects dominate cohort effects. However, 

4 Neither did GDP nor GPD per capita.
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France is an exception here. In France, a negative cultural attitude towards happi-
ness is responsible for comparatively low life satisfaction levels. In recent French 
generations we clearly see systematically growing life satisfaction levels, probably 
due to a growing influx of immigrants that have a more positive cultural attitude 
towards life satisfaction.

In high period variance countries such as West Germany, Ireland, and the region 
of Flanders, the effect of the unemployment rate on life satisfaction is clearly nega-
tive, as predicted on theoretical grounds. Not a single statistically significant period 
effect is found for various included GDP-based variables. Therefore, we conclude 
that the relative utility theorist position (e.g., Davis 1984) is confirmed once more 
and no evidence is found for the absolute theorist position (e.g., Hagerty and 
Veenhoven 2003).

Another systematic finding is that the impact of severe economic recessions is 
systematically and clearly visible in the predicted period effects for general life 
satisfaction for all eight countries. The take-away message is clear here: at least 
when the economic conditions are highly fluctuating, life satisfaction measures can 
pick up such changes in society; but for minor external changes, this seems far less 
the case, comparable with the limited sensitivity of life satisfaction towards socio- 
demographic variables.

The chapter also compares the predicted period effects of the 2020–2022 
COVID-19 crisis with these of the severe 1983–1986 economic crisis. The results 
indicate that the economic crisis and the COVID-crisis have comparable short-term 
effects on life satisfaction, but the life satisfaction trough in the eighties economic 
crisis was much deeper and longer-lasting. The predicted period results of the eight-
ies economic crisis are consistently present in all eight countries; this is not always 
the case for COVID-19, where the results vary to some extent across countries, 
probably reflecting different cultural attitudes (e.g., towards fear) and country- 
specific coping mechanisms in society at large.

This brings us to an important take-away message for further long-term cross- 
national research in this field: next to economic factors, other societal and cultural 
factors must also be included in the empirical analysis.
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Happiness Trends Before and During 
the COVID-19 Pandemic in Indonesia: 
Assessing the Influence of Charitable 
Donations and Pandemic Severity

Indera Ratna Irawati Pattinasarany

3.1  Introduction

The global COVID-19 pandemic has spurred extensive research efforts to compre-
hend its multifaceted effects on individuals and societies worldwide (see, for exam-
ple, Brodeur et al. 2021; Faghih and Forouharfar 2022; Hai-Anh and Toan 2022; 
Indrawati et  al. 2022; Kuah et  al. 2023; Morgan 2021). Against this setting, 
Indonesia, the fourth most populous country in the world, known for its generosity 
(Charities Aid Foundation 2022) and profoundly impacted by the pandemic,1 stands 
out as a compelling focal point for in-depth investigations. In this context, a distinc-
tive opportunity exists to explore several crucial facets, encompassing the dynamics 
of happiness, the prevalence of charitable endeavors, and the nationwide impact of 
the pandemic’s severity. A study of these dimensions within the Indonesian context 
has the potential to furnish valuable insights into how a populous and compassion-
ate nation addresses the complexities arising from a global health crisis.

The World Happiness Report (WHR), an annual report on happiness across 
countries, relies on three well-being indicators: life evaluation, positive affect, and 
negative affect. Countries are ranked based on life evaluation because this indicator 
is stable in measuring people’s quality of life. The ranking of the life evaluation 
among World Happiness Report countries serves as a benchmark for a country’s 
social and economic progress. Furthermore, the report outlines the factors that 
determine these three well-being indicators, utilizing six key variables: income, 

1 Like many other nations, Indonesia has faced significant challenges during the pandemic. 
According to Worldometer (2023), as of February 23, 2023, Indonesia stood as the 20th country in 
the world with the highest number of reported COVID-19 cases and the 11th country with the 
highest number of COVID-19-related deaths.
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health, a reliable social support network, the perception of freedom to make impor-
tant life choices, generosity, and the absence of corruption.2 Concerning the gener-
osity covariate, the World Happiness Report analysis suggests that the impact of 
generosity on life evaluations is predominantly mediated by its influence on the 
positive affect of individuals.3 In other words, when people engage in acts of gener-
osity or encounter generosity in their social interactions, it tends to elevate their 
positive affect. Such heightened positive affect, in turn, plays a pivotal role in shap-
ing an individual’s overall life evaluation. The greater the positive affect experi-
enced by individuals, the more likely they are to report heightened life satisfaction 
and an enhanced sense of well-being (Helliwell et al. 2020, 2022, 2023).

Generosity is of particular interest and very relevant to Indonesia’s achievements 
in giving. The World Giving Index (WGI) named Indonesia as the most generous 
country in the world for 2018–2022 (Charities Aid Foundation 2022). World Giving 
Index comprises three indicators: helping strangers in need, donating money to 
charity, and volunteering time for organizations. In Indonesian society, generosity is 
closely related to ingrained social actions: sedekah and gotong royong. Sedekah 
refers to voluntary religious donations focusing on aiding the less fortunate.4 Gotong 
royong is a fundamental social ethos viewed as complementary to generosity.5 
Given Indonesia’s global recognition as the most generous nation, it is essential to 
understand the relationship between giving donations and happiness.

The objective of this study is to examine the dynamics of generosity and its influ-
ence on individual well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic in Indonesia. 
Specifically, the study aims to investigate how the act of making regular (at least 
once a month) and occasional sedekah moderates the associations between 
COVID-19 severity and self-reported happiness. This study addresses a critical gap 
in the existing literature by examining the interplay between charitable behavior, 
pandemic conditions, and individual well-being. While there is a growing body of 
research on the impacts of COVID-19, there needs to be more research that explores 
the role of donations as moderators in this context. By investigating potential 

2 The generosity indicator in WHR is generated from the question, “Have you donated money to a 
charity in the past month?”
3 Positive affect is measured as the mean of individual responses to three questions about whether 
specific emotions were experienced on the previous day: laughter, enjoyment, and engagement in 
learning or something interesting.
4 The term sedekah initially described voluntary donations made within the Muslim community. 
However, over time, its usage has broadened to the extent that it now encompasses not only follow-
ers of Islam but a wider range of people.
5 Gotong royong is a core social principle in Indonesia, directly interpreted as “jointly bearing 
burdens” (Geertz 1985). This term embodies the idea of people coming together to work collabora-
tively, extending assistance to one another, or engaging in mutual support. In numerous Indonesian 
villages, crucial public amenities like irrigation systems, roads, and places of worship (such as 
mosques or churches) are customarily constructed through gotong royong, where funds and con-
struction materials are gathered collectively.
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moderation effects, the study seeks to shed light on whether engagement in dona-
tions enhances or buffers self-reported happiness in the face of pandemic-related 
challenges. This insight can have implications for both public health and philan-
thropic efforts aimed at promoting well-being during crises.

The study objective will be further elaborated through the following four research 
questions:

• Research question 1: In what ways has the severity of COVID-19 impacted self- 
reported happiness? Assessing the connection between COVID-19 severity at the 
provincial level and self-reported happiness is essential in providing insights into 
the broader impact of the pandemic on individual well-being. By exploring this 
relationship, the study directly addresses its objective to examine how sociologi-
cal factors, such as regional disparities in COVID-19 severity, shape the well- 
being of people in Indonesia during the pandemic.

• Research question 2: How does engaging in acts of charity (sedekah) affect self- 
reported happiness? Investigating the impact of regular and occasional sedekah 
on self-reported happiness addresses how different forms of giving contribute to 
well-being during a global crisis. This research question helps elucidate the mul-
tifaceted nature of generosity and its role in individual welfare, which is integral 
to understanding the study’s sociological dynamics.

• Research question 3: To what extent does engaging in acts of generosity, such as 
making sedekah, moderate the relationship between COVID-19 severity and 
self-reported happiness? This inquiry investigates the moderating influence of 
donations, exploring how both regular and occasional acts of sedekah shape the 
connection between the severity of COVID-19 and individuals’ reported happi-
ness. Understanding whether sedekah amplifies or diminishes the impact of the 
pandemic on happiness reveals the vital role of generosity during a crisis, align-
ing directly with the study’s objective to examine the sociological dynamics of 
generosity in the context of the pandemic.

• Research question 4: Do the contextual factors surrounding individuals impact 
how individuals assess their happiness levels? This question broadens the scope 
to consider economic conditions and inequality at the provincial level and their 
association with self-reported happiness.

These research questions are vital instruments of inquiry, tightly woven into the 
study’s objective. They offer a comprehensive perspective on how generosity, 
regional disparities, and contextual factors jointly shape the well-being of individu-
als during the COVID-19 pandemic in Indonesia.

This chapter comprises six sections. Section 3.2 provides an overview of previ-
ous research pertinent to the central themes of this study. Section 3.3 outlines the 
methodology and models applied in the analysis, and Sect. 3.4 provides insights 
into the data used. The analysis and discussion of the estimation results are pre-
sented in Sect. 3.5. Subsequently, Sect. 3.6 summarizes the findings and presents 
policy recommendations.
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3.2  Literature Review

3.2.1  Warm Glow Theory of Giving

In this research, we apply the warm glow theory of giving to shed light on the prac-
tice of giving sedekah and its impact on individuals’ reported happiness. The theory 
posits that when people contribute to a public good, such as charitable causes, they 
are primarily driven by two key motivations, as initially proposed by Andreoni 
(1989, 1990). The first motivation is altruism, driven by a genuine desire to improve 
the availability of the public good, often called “pure altruism.” The second motiva-
tion involves individuals deriving personal satisfaction and private benefits from 
giving, akin to experiencing a heartwarming or “warm glow” sense of fulfillment. 
This duality of motivation is termed “impure altruism” and provides a simple yet 
robust framework for understanding charitable behavior, closely aligning with real- 
world observations.

In a study encompassing over 200,000 survey participants from 136 countries, 
Aknin et al. (2013) revealed a global correlation between prosocial spending and an 
enhanced sense of subjective happiness. This effect was evident in economically 
disadvantaged and affluent nations, although the strength and significance of this 
relationship displayed variations across individual countries. Nonetheless, the 
detectability of this association across diverse global regions bolsters the idea that 
the warm glow of giving can be considered a functional universal. Ugur’s (2018) 
study aims to quantify the extent of the warm-glow phenomenon by employing 
subjective well-being indicators within the longitudinal datasets from the 
Netherlands. After accounting for major happiness-influencing events, including 
changes in marital status, income, and employment, the research reveals that indi-
viduals engaged in charitable giving tend to experience higher happiness levels, 
thereby suggesting a warm glow effect.

3.2.2  Studies on Giving Donations and Happiness

Aknin et al. (2019) reviewed research on the motivations behind donating time and 
money to assist others. They found a positive association between donating funds 
and increased well-being. Nevertheless, causality remains uncertain due to potential 
reverse causality and confounding factors such as wealth. Researchers are using 
experimental evidence to tackle this issue, with evidence suggesting that using 
money to benefit others enhances happiness.

This study employs national longitudinal data from face-to-face interviews to 
examine how giving donations moderates the relationship between COVID-19 
severity and self-reported happiness. Therefore, the studies reviewed in this section 
primarily concentrate on non-experimental empirical research that relies on longi-
tudinal survey data.
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The collective findings from the reviewed studies consistently affirm a positive 
connection between donating money and self-reported happiness. Furthermore, in 
addition to the research mentioned earlier (Aknin et al. 2013; Helliwell et al. 2020, 
2022, 2023; Ugur 2018), global studies have echoed similar conclusions. For 
instance, a study conducted in Indonesia by Utama et al. (2021), revealed that indi-
viduals who directed more resources toward prosocial activities were more likely to 
feel financially secure, experience happiness, and express satisfaction with 
their lives.

In Thailand, individuals who followed the five precepts of Buddhism reported 
elevated levels of happiness (Winzer et al. 2018). Within these precepts, one empha-
sizes making donations. In connection with charitable giving, the study observed 
that individuals who actively made donations were more inclined to perceive them-
selves as happy than those who infrequently or never participated in such acts of 
generosity.

A study conducted in China established that individual donation behavior directly 
impacts happiness levels (Wu et  al. 2021). In light of the potential variations in 
individual autonomy concerning donation choices, this study deploys an autonomy 
questionnaire to classify individual donation behaviors into three categories: “fully 
voluntary,” “semi-voluntary,” and “mandatory.” The results reveal that, although 
fully voluntary donation behaviors might not exhibit the same degree of autonomy 
as non-voluntary ones, they are associated with a significantly more pronounced 
enhancement in happiness levels when compared to the other two categories. 
Similar studies, such as those by Ren and Ye (2017) and Zheng et  al. (2021) in 
China; Pholphirul (2015) in Thailand; Jun et al. (2022) and Song et al. (2019) in 
Korea, also found a positive connection between donating money and self-reported 
happiness.

In contrast, a study conducted in Japan by Tiefenbach and Kohlbacher (2014) did 
not confirm the link between happiness and donations. This result can be ascribed 
to the connection between donations and involvement in volunteer activities. Those 
who contribute donations are more likely to engage in volunteer work and vice 
versa. The coefficients achieve statistical significance when solely employing a 
binary variable accounting for donation behavior. Nevertheless, when both vari-
ables are considered, it becomes apparent that the primary correlation is between 
participation in volunteering activities and happiness.

Finally, with regard to causality, a research study carried out in Germany by 
Boenigk and Mayr (2016) explored the connections between charitable giving and 
happiness and offered a different viewpoint. Their investigation scrutinized the 
causal relationship between charitable giving and happiness to identify the predom-
inant causal direction: whether giving leads to happiness or happiness motivates 
giving. The outcomes of their study confirm two fundamental findings: first, a posi-
tive correlation exists between happiness and giving, and second, they support the 
idea that the primary causal flow originates from happiness, propelling individuals 
toward charitable acts.
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3.3  Methodology

3.3.1  Addressing the Limitations of Prior Studies by 
Employing Enhanced Data Sources

Despite the numerous studies that have investigated the impact of the pandemic on 
subjective well-being in Indonesia (Borualogo and Casas 2022; Dwidienawati et al. 
2021; Halimatussadiah et al. 2021; Iskandarsyah et al. 2022; Rahmanita et al. 2021; 
Tjahjana et al. 2021), none of these studies have explicitly delved into the effect of 
donations on happiness. Furthermore, these studies are afflicted by one or more of 
the following limitations: a focus on specific population segments (e.g., healthcare 
workers, students), reliance on single-point data collection, participants selected 
through convenience sampling, online survey administration, restricted data observa-
tions, dependence on respondents’ retrospective reports of pre-pandemic conditions.

We overcome these limitations because we use data from national-level cross- 
sectional surveys from two different samples collected at two different points in 
time. First, our survey data covers the period before and during the pandemic, thus 
providing an opportunity to study changes in self-reported happiness levels associ-
ated with the pandemic. To our benefit, using survey data with a total observation of 
137,958 respondents gives this study sufficient statistical power to examine changes 
in happiness levels across time with better precision.

Second, our survey data was collected via face-to-face interviews, whereby the 
respondents were selected using a rigorous sampling method. Online surveys can-
not adequately describe the selected sample’s distribution and respondents with 
biases selecting themselves into the sample (Andrade 2020). Therefore, conclusions 
drawn from studies based on online surveys should be tentative.

Third, in this study, the self-reported happiness levels are made at two different 
points in time to represent the happiness level with more accuracy. Our study avoids 
using self-reported happiness levels collected retrospectively, thus eliminating or 
minimizing recall bias (Hyman 2013; Tadic et al. 2014).

3.3.2  Multilevel Mixed-Effects Ordered Logistic Model

In this chapter, we utilize a multilevel mixed-effects ordered logistic model that 
addresses nesting while considering the categorical nature of the dependent vari-
ables. This approach also provides adjusted standard errors, enhancing the precision 
of the coefficients (Mehmetoglu and Jakobsen 2017; Snijders and Bosker 2012). 
Our study involves observations of individuals (level 1) nested within provinces 
(level 2). We employ multilevel regressions with random intercepts for each prov-
ince to account for varying pandemic impacts across provinces and to acknowledge 
potential similarities among respondents within the same province. An ordered 
logistic model’s choice is based on the dependent variable’s ordered nature (Rabe- 
Hesketh and Skrondal 2022).
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We postulate a latent variable (y*) to represent an individual’s underlying happi-
ness. This study estimates two models: the “main” model (the Main Model) and the 
“with interaction terms” model (the Interaction Model). In the Main Model, the 
latent variable is associated with individual characteristics such as gender, age, mar-
ital status, education, and making donations. It also includes household characteris-
tics like residence type and household income, as well as provincial contextual 
variables such as the Gini coefficient of per capita expenditures, Gross Regional 
Domestic Product (GRDP) per capita, and the total COVID-19 cases per 100,000 
population. The latter serves as a measure of the severity of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The Interaction Model encompasses the Main Model and further introduces 
interaction variables between donations and the severity of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Main Model is specified as follows:

 y x x COVID z uij ij j j ij j ij
∗ = + + + +1 1 2 2 4β β β   

while the Interaction Model is specified as follows:

 y x x Donations COVID COVID z uij ij j ij j j ij j ij
∗ = + + × + + +1 1 2 2 3 4β β β β   
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where:

yij
∗     is the unobserved happiness for individual i who resides 

in province j (latent variable)
x1ij    is the individual (including making donations) and 

household characteristics for individual i living in 
province j

x2j    is the provincial contextual variables for province j
COVIDj    is the COVID-19 pandemic severity measure for 

province j
Donationsij × COVIDj  is the interaction terms of gender and type of residence 

covariates with COVID-19 severity measure
zij     is the covariates corresponding to the random effects; as 

this model follows a random-intercept model, zij is sim-
ply the scalar 1

uj    is the random effects and
ϵij     is the errors, distributed as logistic with mean 0 and vari-

ance 𝜋2/3 and are independent of uj

This model, x1ij and x2j do not contain a constant term because its effect is 
absorbed into the cutpoints (κ).
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We conduct model estimation with Stata 17.0 using the meologit procedure 
(StataCorp. 2021). This procedure is employed to estimate an ordered logistic 
regression model that includes fixed effects (specifically x1ij and x2j along with their 
interaction terms) as well as random effects (denoted as uj).

3.4  Data

The primary data source for this study is the Happiness Level Measurement Survey 
(SPTK) 2017 and 2021 (Badan Pusat Statistik 2017, 2021).6 SPTK was adminis-
tered by the Badan Pusat Statistik (BPS), which is the Central Statistics Agency of 
Indonesia, and was simultaneously carried out in all kabupaten (regencies) and kota 
(municipalities) across all 34 provinces. The 2021 wave of SPTK fieldwork took 
place from July 1 to August 27, 2021, during Indonesia’s peak of the COVID-19 
pandemic.

The unit of analysis comprises randomly selected households, chosen using a 
two-stage, one-phase sampling approach (Badan Pusat Statistik 2021). Within each 
selected household, either the head of the household or the spouse (wife or husband) 
of the head is designated as the respondent, representing the entire household. This 
study is centered on 137,958 respondents aged between 25 and 80 years who are 
actively employed or primarily engaged in household responsibilities. In addition to 
assessing happiness levels, the SPTK provided data at both individual and house-
hold levels.

In this study, the provincial-level data is sourced from various channels. 
Specifically, the information regarding COVID-19 exposure, i.e., the total number 
of positive COVID-19 cases, was obtained from KawalCOVID19. The macroeco-
nomic data on the Gini coefficient of expenditures per capita and Gross Regional 
Domestic Product (GRDP) per capita measuring income inequality per capita is 
collected from BPS.

3.4.1  Self-Reported Level of Happiness

Happiness levels are assessed through the Cantril ladder, a visualization where 
respondents envision themselves on a scale with steps numbered from zero at the 
bottom to ten at the top. They are then prompted to gauge their overall life satisfac-
tion by responding to the question, “How happy are you with life as a whole?” The 

6 The SPTK is a repeated cross-sectional survey administered in 2012, 2013, 2014, 2017, and 2021. 
The survey has seen notable enhancements in its conceptual and methodological framework over 
the years. To ensure comparability, we will focus on the most recent two waves of data. We must 
emphasize that the 2021 SPTK does not aim to investigate the impact of the pandemic on happi-
ness levels.
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Fig. 3.1 Distribution of self-reported happiness, 2017 and 2021. Notes: Calculated from SPTK

possible answers span from 0 (indicating very unhappiness) to 10 (very happy). As 
illustrated in Fig. 3.1, the distributions of happiness display a leftward skew. Most 
respondents place themselves on the eighth rung (accounting for 34.1% in 2017 and 
35.6% in 2022). In 2017, the national average was calculated at 7.78; in 2021, it 
slightly decreased to 7.76.

As a comparison, the Social Well-Being Survey in Asia 2018 covers seven prov-
inces in Indonesia and solicits respondents’ happiness evaluation using a 0–10 
Cantril ladder evaluation. The survey results also show that happiness is skewed to 
the left, with an average of 7.67 (Pattinasarany 2018).

We recoded the happiness levels to facilitate the estimation of multilevel mixed- 
effects ordered logistic models. Given the limited number of respondents rating 
their happiness between zero and five, we combined these five responses to create a 
more balanced distribution. Additionally, the recoding process aligns with the 
requirements of the ordered logistic method, ensuring that each category contains at 
least three percent of the observations.

3.4.2  The Act of Giving Donations

The SPTK asks, “Have you/your spouse made a sedekah from some of your assets, 
in terms of money/goods, in the past year?”. The question has three answer 
choices: “Yes, at least once a month,” “Yes, not every month,” and “Did not 
donate.”7 Figure 3.2 shows that from 2017 to 2021, the percentage of individuals 
offering charitable contributions experienced a slight decline, dropping from 91.0 

7 In the 2017 SPTK, following this question, respondents were asked, “What is the main reason for 
you or your spouse to make sedekah?” The question offered four answer options that were not read 
aloud: “Grateful for God’s sustenance/blessing” (chosen by 45.4% of respondents), “Because of 
religious guidance, particularly to receive rewards from God” (selected by 32.0%), “To help or 
share with others” (endorsed by 21.4%), and “Other (open answer)” (picked by 1.2%). Overall, 
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Fig. 3.2 Sedekah giving by type, 2017 and 2021. Notes: Calculated from SPTK

to 90.2%. Concurrently, the frequency of regular sedekah (defined as giving 
sedekah at least once a month) decreased notably, from 46.1 to 37.3%. Conversely, 
the proportion of occasional sedekah exhibited a significant increase, rising from 
44.9 to 52.9%.

The pandemic may have caused disruptions in daily routines, financial chal-
lenges, and heightened uncertainty, all of which can impact altruistic behavior, 
thereby attributing the decline in the percentage of individuals making regular 
sedekah and the rise in those opting for occasional sedekah. When faced with 
economic hardships, individuals often feel compelled to reassess their spending 
priorities, potentially reducing regular donation commitments. On the contrary, a 
combination of immediate crisis response, heightened empathy, spontaneous acts 
of kindness, community and social influence, and flexible financial situations can 
be attributed to the increase in occasional donations during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. These factors collectively contributed to a surge in occasional acts of 
generosity as individuals responded to the unique challenges and needs presented 
by the crisis. Moreover, philanthropic actors in Indonesia have adeptly shifted 
from traditional to digital fundraising platforms (Filantropi Indonesia 2021). 
They have successfully overcome pandemic-related challenges such as social 
distancing and restrictions, thereby minimizing their impact on philanthropic 
activities.

Table 3.1 presents the mean and standard deviation of all the variables used in 
this study, categorized by year.

these insights highlight the intrinsic role of religious beliefs in shaping the charitable actions of the 
surveyed individuals.
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Table 3.1 Mean and standard deviation of data

Variable
2017 2021
Mean Std dev Mean Std dev

Individual and household characteristics N = 67,450 N = 70,508
Self-reported Happiness (0–10) 7.78 (1.43) 7.76 (1.33)
Self-reported Happiness (0–5) 2.83 (1.30) 2.79 (1.24)
Male [reference] 0.486 (0.500) 0.487 (0.500)
Female 0.514 (0.500) 0.513 (0.500)
Age (in years) 46.4 (12.25) 47.5 (12.46)
Not Married [reference] 0.166 (0.372) 0.180 (0.384)
Married 0.834 (0.372) 0.820 (0.384)
Education:
   – Up to Primary [reference] 0.219 (0.414) 0.183 (0.387)
   – Completed Primary 0.276 (0.447) 0.301 (0.459)
   – Completed Junior Secondary 0.159 (0.366) 0.172 (0.377)
   – Completed Senior Secondary 0.234 (0.423) 0.242 (0.428)
   – Tertiary 0.111 (0.315) 0.102 (0.303)
Household Work [reference] 0.226 (0.418) 0.258 (0.437)
Currently Working 0.774 (0.418) 0.742 (0.437)
Rural [reference] 0.581 (0.493) 0.571 (0.495)
Urban 0.419 (0.493) 0.429 (0.495)
Household income
   – Low: up to IDR 1.8 million/month [reference] 0.314 (0.464) 0.277 (0.447)
   – Lower-middle: IDR >1.8-3.0 million/month 0.292 (0.455) 0.315 (0.465)
   – Upper-middle: IDR >3.0-4.8 million/month 0.190 (0.393) 0.206 (0.404)
   – High: IDR >4.2 million/month 0.204 (0.403) 0.203 (0.402)
Giving donations (Sedekah)
   – Did not Donate [reference] 0.090 (0.286) 0.098 (0.298)
   – Regular Donations 0.461 (0.498) 0.373 (0.484)
   – Occasional Donations 0.449 (0.497) 0.529 (0.499)
Province contextual characteristics N = 34 N = 34
Gini of Expenditures per capita (0–1) 0.364 (0.034) 0.355 (0.036)
log (GRDP per capita) 17.28 (0.44) 17.35 (0.44)
log (total COVID-19 cases per 100,000 population) 0.00 – 6.34 (0.58)

Source: SPTK, KawalCOVID19, and BPS
Notes: The number of COVID-19 cases in 2017 was zero, but the logarithmic values are assigned 
as zeros

3.5  Estimation Results and Discussions

Table 3.2 displays the estimated happiness levels obtained from a multilevel mixed- 
effects ordered logistic analysis, encompassing the Main Model (Models [1]–[2]) 
and the Interaction Model (Models [3]–[4]). The Null Model, a model that does not 
include any predictors, estimates reveal an Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) 
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Table 3.2 Multilevel mixed-effects ordered logistic estimates for level of happiness

Main model Interaction model
[1] [2] [3] [4]

Individual and household
Women 0.150*** 0.147*** 0.150*** 0.148***

(0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011)
Age –0.043*** –0.043*** –0.043*** –0.043***

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Age^2 (×1/100) 0.041*** 0.041*** 0.041*** 0.041***

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Married 0.425*** 0.419*** 0.425*** 0.419***

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)
Completed Primary 0.102*** 0.101*** 0.101*** 0.099***

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015)
Completed Junior Secondary 0.156*** 0.149*** 0.155*** 0.147***

(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017)
Completed Senior Secondary 0.224*** 0.208*** 0.223*** 0.207***

(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017)
Tertiary 0.455*** 0.421*** 0.454*** 0.420***

(0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021)
Currently working –0.062*** –0.068*** –0.062*** –0.067***

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013)
Urban 0.088*** 0.074*** 0.088*** 0.074***

(0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011)
Income: IDR 1.8–3.0 million/month 0.292*** 0.286*** 0.293*** 0.287***

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013)
Income: IDR 3.0–4.8 million/month 0.540*** 0.524*** 0.540*** 0.524***

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015)
Income: IDR 4.8+ million/month 0.876*** 0.844*** 0.875*** 0.843***

(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016)
Giving donations (Sedekah)
Any (Regular or Occasional) 0.539*** 0.660***

(0.018) (0.025)
Regular 0.689*** 0.809***

(0.019) (0.027)
Occasional 0.458*** 0.558***

(0.018) (0.026)
Any × COVID-19 Severity –0.036***

(0.005)
Regular × COVID-19 Severity –0.036***

(0.006)
Occasional × COVID-19 Severity –0.030***

(0.006)

(continued)
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Table 3.2 (continued)

Main model Interaction model
[1] [2] [3] [4]

Province contextual
Gini of Expenditure per capita –4.386*** –4.172*** –4.291*** –4.015***

(0.699) (0.701) (0.701) (0.703)
log (GRDP per capita) 0.018 0.033 0.084 0.099

(0.081) (0.082) (0.083) (0.084)
COVID-19 Severity –0.021*** –0.018*** 0.011** 0.012**

(0.002) (0.002) (0.005) (0.005)
κ1 –3.984 –3.690 –2.697 –2.389

(1.492) (1.504) (1.533) (1.552)
κ2 –2.956 –2.662 –1.669 –1.360

(1.492) (1.504) (1.533) (1.552)
κ3 –1.565 –1.268 –0.277 0.034

(1.492) (1.504) (1.533) (1.552)
κ4 0.032 0.333 1.319 1.635

(1.492) (1.504) (1.533) (1.552)
κ5 1.331 1.635 2.619 2.937

(1.492) (1.504) (1.533) (1.552)
Variances: Province (constant) 0.127 0.130 0.131 0.135

(0.032) (0.032) (0.033) (0.034)
LR test Ordered Logit (p-score) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Intraclass Correlation (ICC) 0.037 0.038 0.038 0.039
Observations 137,958 137,958 137,958 137,958

Source: Author’s calculations
Notes: statistically significant at the ** 5% level, *** 1% level

of 0.038 (results are not shown). This suggests that approximately 3.8% of the vari-
ance in the latent response is explained by variability between provinces. Despite 
the small magnitude of the ICC, we continue to utilize a multilevel model in this 
study. This decision is based on the understanding that even the smallest ICC (unless 
it is zero) does not necessarily indicate the absence of variation in respondents’ hap-
piness levels between provinces. The ICCs for the Main and Interaction Models in 
Table 3.2 are similarly small, ranging from 0.037 to 0.039 (found in the second row 
from the bottom).

The Likelihood Ratio (LR) test, shown in the third row from the bottom, exam-
ines whether the multilevel mixed-effects ordered logistic model provides a signifi-
cantly improved fit to the data compared to the simple (single-level) ordered logistic 
model. A p-value of 0.000 for the LR test indicates the presence of significant 
between-provinces variation in happiness levels.

The line labeled “Variances: Province (constant)” in the fourth row from the bot-
tom signifies the extent to which provinces contribute to the overall variability in 
happiness among individuals. The hierarchical data structure in the multilevel 
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model considers the idea that individuals within the same province may be more 
similar to each other than those in different provinces due to shared contextual fac-
tors. These factors could encompass macroeconomic indicators (like the two mea-
sures controlled for in this study: the Gini coefficient of expenditures per capita and 
the GRDP per capita), access to local infrastructure (such as health and education), 
local norms and culture, and others. A higher value indicates a more significant level 
of diversity in self-reported happiness at the province level, suggesting that prov-
inces have a discernible impact on individual happiness levels, potentially over-
shadowing the influence of individual-level factors.

3.5.1  COVID-19 Severity and Happiness Level

The estimation results from the Main Model show that, after adjusting for random 
effects at the provincial level, individuals residing in provinces with a higher num-
ber of COVID-19 cases per 100,000 population tended to report lower levels of 
happiness (Models [1]-[2]). The adverse impact of the severity of COVID-19 on 
overall well-being aligns with a sociological perspective that underscores how 
external events and crises can profoundly shape individuals’ life experiences.8

There are many interconnected reasons for this observed decline in well-being. 
First, heightened exposure to COVID-19 amplifies health risks and anxiety among 
individuals as they cope with the fear of contracting the virus or witnessing its 
effects on loved ones. Such heightened apprehension and unease leads to reduced 
happiness (Demirbas and Kutlu 2021; van der Vegt and Kleinberg 2020). Second, 
regions with higher COVID-19 cases often grapple with significant economic dis-
ruptions, such as business closures, job losses, and reduced economic activity. 
These conditions generate financial stress, insecurity, and an overall decline in hap-
piness (Cheng et al. 2020; Greyling et al. 2021; Kuhn et al. 2020). Third, residents 
in provinces experiencing greater exposure to the virus may face difficulties related 
to reduced social support networks, limited opportunities for social engagement, 
and feelings of loneliness or disconnection. These factors can substantially influ-
ence the decrease in happiness (Lepinteur et al. 2022).

Nevertheless, in the Interaction Model, the data reveals a notable shift in the 
relationship between COVID-19 severity and self-reported happiness when account-
ing for the moderating effect of making donations (Models [3]–[4]). The point esti-
mates of COVID-19 severity are positive and statistically significant, suggesting a 
meaningful change in this relationship. This finding implies that individuals who 

8 We conducted a parallel analysis utilizing the total COVID-19-related deaths as an alternative 
measure of the pandemic’s severity. The results show similar findings: the higher the total death 
from COVID-19  in the province where the respondent lives, the lower the level of happiness 
reported by the respondent. We decided not to report these estimates as it is more difficult to attri-
bute a death to COVID-19 as the exact cause is unclear (Bittmann 2022). Some people may die 
directly from the disease, while others die with it such as from accompanying comorbidities.
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engage in charitable actions through regular or occasional sedekah may experience 
a buffering or counterbalancing effect. Charitable behavior alleviates some of the 
adverse emotional and psychological impacts of a crisis like the COVID-19 pan-
demic, fostering resilience, a sense of community, and a renewed sense of purpose. 
From a sociological standpoint, this result underscores the importance of charitable 
actions as mechanisms for enhancing individual and collective well-being during 
challenging periods. It emphasizes that communities can display resilience and soli-
darity in specific contexts of high adversity (Kaye-Kauderer et al. 2021). People 
may unite to provide support, resulting in a collective sense of strength and unity 
and increasing self-reported happiness.

Our findings find support in international research. A study investigating the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on people’s happiness in China, Japan, South 
Korea, Italy, the United Kingdom, and the United States revealed that individuals 
living in regions with higher COVID-19 rates are more likely to report feelings of 
unhappiness and extreme unhappiness (Nguyen 2021). Similarly, in the Philippines, 
a cross-sectional study conducted over 15 months from the onset of the pandemic 
found that young adults who personally knew someone who had succumbed to 
COVID-19 experienced a significant increase in pandemic fatigue, coupled with 
lower subjective well-being and life satisfaction (Cleofas and Oducado 2022).

The preceding analysis addresses research question 1, which explores how varia-
tions in COVID-19 severity across regions influence the happiness of individuals in 
Indonesia during the pandemic.9

3.5.2  Giving Sedekah and Happiness Level

Our analytical results indicate that engaging in any form of sedekah is associated 
with a higher likelihood of reporting increased self-reported happiness compared to 
not making any donations (Model [1]). Similarly, both regular and occasional 
sedekah are connected to a greater probability of reporting elevated self-reported 
happiness when contrasted with not donating at all (Model [2]).

This phenomenon aligns with Andreoni’s (1989, 1990) warm glow theory of giv-
ing, which can elucidate why individuals often report heightened happiness levels 
when giving donations. According to this model, making sedekah is not solely moti-
vated by the desire to maximize personal gain or alleviate the suffering of others. It 
is deeply intertwined with the intrinsic joy and emotional fulfillment derived from 
helping.

The greater point estimate for regular sedekah, compared to occasional sedekah, 
suggests that making regular donations substantially impacts self-reported 

9 The variation in confirmed COVID-19 cases among provinces underscores significant disparities. 
Indonesia’s capital city, DKI Jakarta, records the highest incidence of COVID-19 cases, with a rate 
of 5210 cases per 100,000 population. Conversely, North Sumatera reports the lowest number of 
cases, just 246 per 100,000 population.
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happiness compared to occasional donations. The proportion of regular sedekah 
decreased between before and during the pandemic. However, the higher happiness 
levels observed among regular sedekah donors, compared to occasional sedekah 
givers, suggest that those who give regularly often experience a more profound 
sense of purpose, satisfaction, and emotional connection to the causes they support, 
ultimately contributing to their overall happiness.

The results presented above offer insights in response to research question 2, 
which investigates the impact of regular and occasional acts of charity on self- 
reported happiness. This inquiry delves into how different forms of giving can influ-
ence well-being during a global crisis.

3.5.3  The Moderating Role of Sedekah

The estimation outcomes reveal that engaging in any form of sedekah (Model [3]) 
and both regular and occasional sedekah (Model [4]) moderate the negative effect 
of COVID-19 severity on self-reported happiness.10 By making donations, individu-
als proactively confront the challenges posed by the pandemic. High levels of 
COVID-19 severity often coincide with significant social disruptions, encompass-
ing health-related concerns, economic challenges, and social isolation. These dis-
ruptions can overshadow the positive outcomes of charitable acts, resulting in a 
weakened connection between making donations and self-reported happiness.

The negative moderation indicates that the connection between COVID-19 
severity and self-reported happiness is affected by making regular and occasional 
sedekah that weakens it or makes it less positive compared to individuals who do 
not donate regularly. These findings can prove that the pandemic diminishes the 
positive impact of both regular and occasional donations on happiness.

Figure 3.3 quantifies happiness levels by depicting predictive margins from 
three distinct groups of individuals, classified by their donation behaviors: non- 
contributors, occasional donors, and regular donors.11 These margins were calculated 
using the estimates of Model [4] in Table 3.2. Among the three groups, non-givers 
experience the lowest happiness levels, followed by occasional sedekah givers, 
while those who regularly give sedekah enjoy the highest happiness levels. In greater 
detail, individuals who do not give sedekah exhibit the highest predictive margins of 
happiness for lower happiness levels (ranging from 0 to 2, shown as dotted lines), 
surpassing both regular and occasional sedekah givers. However, non- contributors 

10 Within the framework of our moderation analysis, a statistically significant interaction term, 
whether positive or negative, signifies that the impact of COVID-19 severity on self-reported hap-
piness is conditional upon the practice of making sedekah. In simpler terms, the connection 
between COVID-19 severity and self-reported happiness is not uniform for all individuals; it 
hinges on whether they engage in regular or occasional sedekah.
11 The term predictive mean refers to the predicted outcome after accounting for covariates in non-
linear models, including the ordered logistic models (Mitchell 2020).
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Fig. 3.3 Predictive margins of happiness levels. Notes: Calculated based on estimates of Model [4]

show the lowest predictive margins of happiness for higher happiness levels (ranging 
from 3 to 5, depicted as solid lines). Additionally, our findings reveal that individuals 
with lower happiness levels who give regular sedekah exhibit decreased predictive 
margins of happiness compared to those who give sedekah occasionally. Conversely, 
this pattern reverses for individuals with higher happiness levels.

Concerning the COVID-19 pandemic, we have yet to come across studies explic-
itly investigating the link between making donations and levels of happiness. 
Nevertheless, some studies document people’s ongoing commitment to donating 
despite many economic challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic (Charities Aid 
Foundation 2022). Furthermore, a study on the practice of giving sedekah within the 
Muslim communities of Malaysia during the pandemic lockdown revealed that, 
despite the constraints of reduced income and limited socioeconomic activities, 
people remained committed to making donations (Busari et al. 2023).

The preceding discussion sheds light on our investigation of RQ3, which delves 
into the moderating impact of donations. The findings point to a negative form of 
moderation, suggesting that regular and occasional sedekah acts to mitigate or 
lessen the link between COVID-19 severity and self-reported happiness.

3.5.4  Contextual Characteristics

The significant negative coefficient for the Gini of per capita expenditures indicates 
that higher income inequality at the province level is consistently linked to lower 
self-reported happiness during the COVID-19 pandemic. The finding suggests that 
in provinces with greater income inequality, individuals are more likely to report 
reduced happiness during the crisis, likely due to the social and psychological 
stressors associated with income disparities. This relationship holds even when con-
sidering nuanced interactions with donation behaviors and pandemic severity.

3 Happiness Trends Before and During the COVID-19 Pandemic in Indonesia…



60

A study conducted by Furwanti et al. (2021), utilizing cross-sectional data from 
all Indonesian provinces and a path analysis model, confirms that income inequality 
has a significant and negative impact on happiness in Indonesia. Our finding aligns 
with international evidence. For example, Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Ramos (2014) 
found a negative correlation between income inequality and happiness in Western 
countries, whereas the relationship in non-Western countries is mixed. Schroder 
(2018) noted that increasing inequality within one’s country leads to lower subjec-
tive well-being. In contrast, Kelley and Evans (2017) suggested that income inequal-
ity has little impact on happiness in affluent nations but may have a neutral to 
positive effect in developing nations.

The province’s economic prosperity, as gauged by GRDP per capita, does not 
display a statistically significant impact on self-reported happiness. This absence of 
statistical significance remains consistent even after considering interaction terms. 
The lack of a noteworthy relationship between GRDP per capita and self-reported 
happiness in this context suggests that people’s well-being before and during the 
pandemic may have been shaped by factors beyond the economic conditions at the 
provincial level. However, it is important to note that the absence of statistical sig-
nificance might be due to measurement complexities rather than a disregard for its 
sociological relevance. One plausible explanation is linked to the considerable vari-
ability in GRDP per capita observed across different districts within the province. 
For example, in 2021, East Java Province had an overall GRDP per capita of IDR 
60.0 million. In contrast, individual GRDP per capita values ranged from IDR 20.7 
million to IDR 491.3 million across its 38 kabupaten/kota.

Our finding aligns with a Spanish study by Cuñado and de Gracia (2012), which 
also did not identify a statistically significant relationship between GRDP per capita 
at the regional level and happiness levels. However, our results differ from those of 
Sujarwoto and Tampubolon (2015), who investigated happiness determinants in 
Indonesia at the district level and found a negative correlation between GRDP per 
capita and self-reported happiness.

Our analysis, which indicated a consistent connection between greater income 
inequality at the provincial level and reduced self-reported happiness during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the limited impact of the province’s economic prosperity 
on self-reported happiness, offers partial support for research question 4. This ques-
tion delves into the effect of provincial-level macroeconomic conditions on indi-
viduals’ happiness levels.

3.5.5  Individual and Household Characteristics

The point estimates for individual and household covariates indicate that holding 
everything else constant, respondents reported greater happiness when possessing 
one or more of the following attributes: being female, married, having a higher level 
of education, residing in urban areas, and having a higher household income, in 
comparison to their counterparts. Women report higher happiness levels than men, 
consistent with many studies, including Graham and Chattopadhyay (2012). 
Marriage is linked to greater happiness, as supported by Frey (2018), who notes that 
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it can reduce loneliness and work-related stress. Higher education is associated with 
increased happiness, with more educated individuals experiencing greater life satis-
faction, as highlighted by Chen (2012). Higher household earnings generally lead to 
higher happiness, aligning with research by Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) and 
Lim et al. (2020). Urban residents tend to be happier than their rural counterparts, 
as noted by Easterlin et  al. (2011), attributed to better access to material goods 
despite potential issues like traffic and pollution affecting urban happiness.

Conversely, currently employed respondents report lower happiness scores than 
those primarily dedicate their time to household responsibilities. The finding con-
trasts with many studies, including one encompassing twelve European countries 
(Di Tella et al. 2001). Several factors may contribute to this negative relationship, 
including job-related stress, challenges in achieving a work-life balance, job quality, 
concerns about job security, long commutes, adverse work environments, and 
potential mismatches between an individual’s career aspirations and current job.

Moreover, the impact of respondent age on self-reported happiness exhibits a 
U-shaped pattern. Generally, happiness decreases with age until a particular point, 
beyond which it starts to increase. In our models, we identify this turning point at 
age 48. This U-shaped trend corresponds to the “midlife dip” phenomenon, as 
Blanchflower and Graham (2020) highlighted, where individuals often experience a 
dip in happiness during midlife before a subsequent upswing in later years.

3.5.6  Study Limitations

This study employs a single-question approach using a 0–10 point Likert scale to 
assess individual happiness. While this method offers a valuable measure, it is 
important to recognize that happiness is a complex concept with multiple dimen-
sions that a single question may not fully encompass. As such, we acknowledge the 
necessity of considering additional aspects and subtleties to gain a more compre-
hensive understanding of individuals’ well-being.

Furthermore, it is crucial to consider two significant data limitations when inter-
preting the findings. First, the SPTK datasets used in the study lack precise location 
information, which restricts the analysis to the provincial level and hinders a more 
detailed examination of the impact of COVID-19 on specific regions or communi-
ties within a province. Second, the datasets do not include information regarding the 
interview dates for respondents. Access to this data could have facilitated a more 
accurate correlation with the daily severity rate of COVID-19 at the provincial level, 
offering valuable insights into the temporal relationship between individuals’ expe-
riences and the evolving severity of the pandemic in their respective provinces.12

12 COVID-19 pandemic severity is assessed as the total population with confirmed exposure to 
COVID-19 per 100,000 of the province’s population. Daily data on the total affected has been 
accessible since March 2, 2020. Nevertheless, due to the lack of interview date information in the 
SPTK data, we established June 30, 2021 (the day before the commencement of SPTK face-to-face 
interviews) as the cutoff date for assessing the COVID-19 severity for all survey participants.
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Additionally, one of the primary predictors, the act of giving sedekah, is influ-
enced by explanatory variables that also play a role in determining happiness. These 
variables include, among other things, gender, age, marital status, education, and 
income. Consequently, giving sedekah should be regarded as an endogenous 
explanatory variable. Regression analyses involving endogenous variables may lead 
to potentially inaccurate conclusions (Wooldridge 2013). We initially attempted to 
employ instrumental variable estimations in our research to tackle this issue. 
However, our efforts to identify a robust instrument for the giving sedekah model at 
the individual and province levels proved unsuccessful, preventing us from using 
instrumental variable estimations in this chapter. Future research should address the 
endogeneity of charitable contributions, as demonstrated in studies like Ren and Ye 
(2017) and Ugur (2018).

3.6  Conclusion

This study investigates the interplay between generosity dynamics and individual 
well-being in Indonesia amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, we aim to 
examine how both regular (monthly or more frequent) and occasional acts of giving, 
referred to as sedekah, affect the relationship between the severity of COVID-19 
and self-reported happiness. We employ data from the Happiness Level Measurement 
Survey (SPTK) conducted in 2017 and 2021, which captures conditions before and 
during the pandemic. Our research methodology employs a Multilevel Mixed- 
Effects Ordered Logistic model, wherein individuals are nested within provinces for 
analysis.

The study formulates four research questions to elaborate on its aims. To start, 
research question 1 examines the impact of COVID-19 severity on self-reported 
happiness. The results reveal that individuals in provinces with higher COVID-19 
cases reported reduced happiness, highlighting the pandemic’s profound influence 
on well-being, including increased health risks, anxiety, economic disruptions, and 
reduced social support.

Second, research question 2 explores the relationship between sedekah and hap-
piness. Regular and occasional sedekah is associated with higher self-reported hap-
piness, aligning with the warm glow theory of giving, which emphasizes the intrinsic 
joy of helping. Regular donors often experience a more profound sense of purpose 
and connection to their causes, enhancing their happiness.

Third, research question 3, which serves as the primary research question, inves-
tigates the moderating role of sedekah. The negative moderation indicates that regu-
lar and occasional sedekah weaken the relationship between COVID-19 severity 
and self-reported happiness, resulting in a less notable impact than individuals who 
do not donate regularly. These findings prove that the pandemic diminishes the posi-
tive effect of regular and occasional donations on happiness.

Fourth, research question 4 considers contextual factors. The results indicate a 
connection between higher income inequality at the provincial level and reduced 
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self-reported happiness during the COVID-19 pandemic. Economic prosperity at 
the provincial level has a limited impact on self-reported happiness.

This study provides a comprehensive perspective on the multi-faceted relation-
ship between external events, acts of generosity, and contextual factors shaping 
individual well-being during a global crisis. These findings contribute to under-
standing the intricate interplay of various elements influencing individuals’ happi-
ness and overall quality of life during challenging times, such as the COVID-19 
pandemic.

In light of the study’s findings, we put forward recommendations for policies 
aimed at harnessing the potential of sedekah for well-being, focusing on traditional 
and online charitable giving. One vital policy suggestion is to prioritize and promote 
acts of giving sedekah at the individual and community levels. This could be 
achieved through awareness campaigns emphasizing the various benefits of regular 
and occasional acts of generosity, thereby nurturing a culture of giving that contrib-
utes to individual and collective well-being. Furthermore, supporting non-profit and 
charitable organizations engaged in disaster or pandemic relief efforts is essential. 
Encouraging individuals to contribute to these organizations and highlighting the 
substantial positive impact on donors and recipients can further bolster the spirit of 
generosity.

Considering the increasing availability of online platforms for making sedekah 
and its potential to magnify the impact of generosity, several recommendations can 
be explored (Effendi and Xuan 2021). Digital literacy programs should be imple-
mented to ensure that individuals, especially those in remote or underserved areas, 
have the necessary skills and access to online platforms for sedekah. Public aware-
ness campaigns can play a pivotal role in acquainting the public with these plat-
forms and elucidating their advantages. Collaborating with religious institutions to 
promote online sedekah, underlining its alignment with faith-based values, can 
enhance its appeal and reach. Finally, tax deductions or incentives for individuals 
and businesses that donate through online platforms should be contemplated to 
incentivize online charitable giving. These incentives can stimulate a greater adop-
tion of online channels for charitable giving, expanding the impact of generosity.
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Chapter 4
The Well-Being of Young People in Europe 
During the Pandemic: The Social Ties, 
Labor Market Integration, and the Social 
Inequalities

Dragan Stanojević, Bojan Todosijević, and Anja Gvozdanović

4.1  Introduction

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, spanning from spring 2020 to spring 2023, 
European countries encountered significant social, economic, and political reper-
cussions due to the implementation of policies designed to curb the spread of the 
virus and address its consequences. Physical distancing, social isolation, curfews, 
movement restrictions, limitations on public space interactions, institutional clo-
sures (especially educational institutions), transition to remote work, and employee 
layoffs, have served as policy instruments employed to varying extents across 
European nations for over 2 years. The adverse implications on the well-being of 
the youth have been well-documented, prompting an increasing discourse regarding 
the “COVID generation,” characterized by a significant deterioration in mental 
health, substantial disruptions in education, heightened vulnerability in the labor 
market, and hindrances to prospective career trajectories (UNICEF 2020).

Young people1 were more frequently subject to job loss, cessation of job-seeking 
efforts, and encountered challenges in making ends meet (Palmer and Small 2021). 

1 In the field of youth studies, conceptualizations of the youth through age range vary considerably, 
often delimited at 25, 30, or 35 years. For the purpose of our analysis, we propose categorizing 
youth as individuals aged 15–35 years. This broader spectrum pertains to distinct developmental 
stages, starting from puberty and concluding when physiological and emotional maturity is 
attained, often encompassing an extended duration (Furlong 2012).
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Pre-existing involvement in precarious employment structures, notably temporary 
and part-time contracts, rendered them more susceptible to challenges associated 
with financial instability and housing insecurity, both exacerbated during the pan-
demic. Countries have adopted diverse and often inadequately transparent and sus-
tained approaches towards the pandemic, implementing, modifying, and retracting 
various policy measures. These actions have further heightened the sense of insecu-
rity and distrust. Furthermore, imposing restrictions on gatherings and suspending a 
significant portion of political activities (including the prohibition of protests, col-
lective actions, election postponements, etc.) has compounded the youth’s percep-
tion of diminished connectedness and reduced readiness for collective action.

During the COVID-19 crisis, the trajectory of youth life satisfaction exhibited 
notable fluctuations, correlating with the imposition and alleviation of isolation 
measures. Despite the apparent rise in life satisfaction during the spring and sum-
mer of 2020, coinciding with the relaxation of restrictions, the enforcement of more 
rigorous measures in 2021 precipitated the nadir of youth life satisfaction 
(Eurofound 2021).

The subject of this chapter is the relationship between life satisfaction, as an 
indicator of the well-being of young individuals, and various forms of integration—
social, economic, and political—during the pandemic. Common sense suggests that 
higher level of social integration often corresponds to increased access to resources, 
heightened resilience, and consequently, a greater level of life satisfaction. This 
assumption becomes particularly compelling when examining these relationships 
amid the COVID-19 crisis, which has resulted in social isolation and the atomiza-
tion of individuals (Baarck et al. 2021). However, our pivotal research question that 
we aim to address is whether young people who are more effectively integrated are 
more satisfied or if certain forms of integration are associated with greater dissatis-
faction and frustration. Alternatively, it is of interest to ascertain whether dissatis-
faction might, in fact, foster a greater propensity to connect with others and engage 
in collective actions. This inquiry gives rise to several specific questions. In what 
manner have informal contacts, social interactions, and connections with others 
functioned as factors of resilience? Are different forms of political integration (par-
ticipation) associated with life satisfaction? How is labor market integration related 
to life satisfaction, and in what manner, if at all? Do societies characterized by 
greater equality and solidarity contribute to a more positive self-perception among 
young individuals?

We will first focus on the theoretical background of the relationship between life 
satisfaction and the three dimensions of integration: social ties, participation in the 
labor market, and political participation. Namely, we will discuss the findings of 
current research regarding the link between life satisfaction of youth and social 
integration (including informal contacts and experiences of discrimination), labor 
market integration and political participation in Europe. Following this, in the 
methodological section, we will delineate the indicators used and the methodology 
applied. In the subsequent section, we will present the analyses, and in the discus-
sion, we will endeavor to connect the findings with theoretical frameworks and 
contextual characteristics.
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4.2  Theoretical Background

4.2.1  Social Integration

Primary Social Ties and Social Capital In this study, we examine the role of hori-
zontal social ties, primarily friendships and familial connections. Social capital, 
consisting of trust-based connections, represents both a societal and individual 
resource in everyday life. This is especially true for strong ties (Granovetter 1973), 
characterized not only by reciprocity, trust, and shared norms but also by emotional 
intensity and frequent contact. Friendships, classified as bonding social capital by 
Putnam (2000), provide young people with a sense of security and belonging, gen-
erating practical knowledge and skills related to the challenges of growing up and 
facing life’s inevitable limitations (Boeck 2007). Close friendships also offer social 
support during times of crisis and stress, addressing current material, emotional, 
and other needs (Amichai-Hamburger et al. 2013). Active friendships and networks, 
or awareness of their “safety-net” function, contribute to life satisfaction and sub-
jective well-being, regardless of age (Crocetti and Meeus 2014; Delhey and 
Dragolov 2016).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, public health policies in most European Union 
countries focused on reducing the number of COVID-19 cases and minimizing the 
risk of virus spread. This involved some form of lockdown and restrictions on move-
ment, discouraging social interactions. Such circumstances posed a significant chal-
lenge, necessitating adaptation to a crisis with an uncertain endpoint. During the 
pandemic, two notable phenomena among young people were detected: the increase 
in feelings of social isolation (Baarck et al. 2021) and the shift of social interactions, 
especially during school closures, towards the virtual realm facilitated by digital 
technologies (Drouin et al. 2020; Fernandes et al. 2020). At the same time, both 
social isolation and intensified online communication are not mutually exclusive but 
can be complementary.

Social isolation refers to an inadequate or insufficient number and poor quality 
of interactions with others, influenced by various individual and social factors (Clair 
et al. 2021). During the early stages of the COVID-19 outbreak, a significant pro-
portion of individuals in the European Union experienced frequent feelings of lone-
liness, more than doubling the rate found in a comparable survey from pre-pandemic 
2016. Notably, the impact of isolation and lockdown measures was particularly pro-
nounced among the youth. In the period from April to July 2020, young people 
experienced a surge in loneliness to four times the rate reported 4 years earlier 
(Baarck et al. 2021).

Recent psychological studies indicate a correlation between higher levels of 
social isolation and lower levels of life satisfaction and subjective well-being (Birditt 
et al. 2021; Clair et al. 2021). Conversely, a sense of belonging and social support 
associated with intense social interactions is positively correlated with higher well- 
being and life satisfaction across all age cohorts (Ahmadiani et al. 2022; Ciziceno 
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2022; Crowley and Walsh 2018, 2021; Helliwell 2006; Onal et al. 2022; Putnam 
2000; Sarmiento Prieto et  al. 2023). Therefore, the widespread feeling of social 
isolation is likely to impact the level of well-being or life satisfaction among young 
people. Given the growing prevalence of the “online life” of young people, it raises 
the question of whether the importance of online social interactions for well-being 
and life satisfaction is equivalent to that in the real world. Happiness and feelings of 
loneliness among young people during the COVID-19 pandemic were not corre-
lated with the intensity of their virtual interactions (Towner et  al. 2022). If we 
extrapolate this finding to the relationship between social capital and life satisfac-
tion, we can cautiously conclude that their connection is effectively built when rela-
tionships of trust and reciprocity are established and maintained through regular 
face-to-face contact.

Hypothesis 1: Young people with higher levels of bonding social capital express 
significantly higher levels of life satisfaction.

Ethnic Discrimination Research dedicated to the pandemic period and social 
inequalities almost unanimously concludes that the pandemic has exacerbated and 
underscored existing gender, racial, economic, and ethnic inequalities. In addition, 
ethnic minorities across European countries generally reported lower life satisfac-
tion than members of the ethnic majority even before the pandemic (Kööts-Ausmees 
and Realo 2016). Therefore, minority groups, already facing an unfavorable social 
position, experienced even greater challenges during the pandemic, with significant 
differences in access to healthcare, employment, housing solutions, and income 
(Gould and Wilson 2020). A global review and meta-analysis of ethnic inequalities 
during the pandemic confirmed that the disparities in health outcomes were primar-
ily due to varying levels of risks, with institutional racism and racial discrimination 
recognized as underlying causes (Irizar et al. 2023). The health and economic bur-
den of the crisis were unevenly distributed across social categories in most Western 
societies (Ahmed et al. 2023; Fouskas et al. 2022; Irizar et al. 2023; Katikireddi 
et al. 2021; Platt 2021). For instance, data on COVID-19 mortality in the UK showed 
that nearly all ethnic minority groups faced greater mortality risks compared to the 
White British majority within the same age cohort (Platt and Warwick 2020). Given 
this context, it is expected that groups more exposed to various stressors related to 
life security during the pandemic are at a greater risk of compromised mental health 
and, consequently, reduced life satisfaction (Lenoir and Wong 2023).

The crisis, uncertainty, and unpredictable daily life create fertile ground for the 
rise of xenophobia, racism, and nationalism in the public and political spheres. In 
times of crisis, widespread feelings of insecurity, personal threat, and social insta-
bility contribute to an increase in authoritarian tendencies, known as the authoritar-
ian reflex (Inglehart 2018). Some citizens develop a tendency to rally around 
authoritative figures, displaying a strong sense of unity and conformity within their 
group, strict adherence to the group’s standards, and a dismissal of those not part of 
the group (Inglehart 2018). Elias et al. (2021) argue that the COVID-19 pandemic is 
linked to racism and xenophobia in two fundamental ways. First, there is an increase 

D. Stanojević et al.



73

in racist sentiment towards minority groups during periods of widespread existen-
tial threat. In the past, ethnic or racial minorities were often targeted with dehuman-
izing narratives by the majority, blaming them for various societal misfortunes 
(Elias et al. 2021), and the COVID-19 pandemic is no exception. The second way in 
which the pandemic and racism are connected is the social moment in the Western 
world when the pandemic began, characterized by the rise in exclusive nationalism 
that then intensified xenophobic racism. With an ongoing anti-migrant narrative in 
the political life of some European societies, the pandemic era further complicated 
the integration process for immigrants, asylum seekers, and refugees (Fouskas et al. 
2022). Additionally, individuals of Asian descent experienced anti-Asian discrimi-
nation (Litam and Oh 2021; Wang et al. 2021), contributing to the mental health 
deterioration of this ethnic group. For example, experiences of COVID-19-related 
racial discrimination among American Chinese were identified as a strong predictor 
of depression (Litam and Oh 2021). In Canada, individuals born in the country 
expressed significantly higher levels of life satisfaction than Asian immigrants 
before the pandemic (Helliwell et al. 2020). Regarding the mental health of young 
people, a German study found that the state of mental health before and during the 
early stages of the pandemic remained relatively consistent among ethnic Germans 
and various minority groups. However, the stress associated with the pandemic 
posed threats to the mental health of young people, particularly due to increased 
experiences of discrimination and health concerns among Asian minorities and 
health concerns within Turkish, Middle Eastern, and African minority communities 
(Plenty et al. 2021).

Hypothesis 2: Young people who belong to an ethnic minority express significantly 
lower levels of life satisfaction than those who belong to an ethnic majority.

4.2.2  Labor Market Integration

Employment constitutes a significant aspect of the transition to adulthood, serving 
as a crucial prerequisite for financial autonomy (Arnett 2014; Furlong et al. 2017). 
The work transitions of young people in European countries commonly start with a 
series of temporary and insecure jobs, and those with lower educational back-
grounds often experience extended periods of unemployment. Consequently, their 
life trajectories are exposed to various risks and uncertainties (Beck 1992; Furlong 
and Cartmel 1997). Furlong et al. (2017, 18) characterize this position as liminal, as 
it does not enable young individuals to become “fully adult.” In a society marked by 
job insecurity, planning becomes challenging, constraining the agency of young 
people and leading to discomfort and anxiety (Chesters and Cuervo 2019). 
Therefore, the relationship between labor market integration and the well-being of 
young individuals exhibits robust associations.

When employed and adequately rewarded for their efforts, young individuals 
express higher satisfaction levels than those who are unemployed and inactive. 
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Moreover, those engaged in more secure employment with permanent contracts 
report greater satisfaction than their counterparts involved in temporary and less 
stable contractual arrangements (Vancea and Utzet 2017). Furthermore, young indi-
viduals classified as Not in Education, Employment, or Training (NEET) report 
lower life satisfaction compared to their peers who are employed or undergoing 
education (Jongbloed and Giret 2022).

While these associations are generally present, the mechanism through which 
one’s position in the labor market leads to (dis)satisfaction is complex and contextu-
ally conditioned.2 Employed individuals generate income, affording them a level of 
control to manage their lives and the ability to organize their future, making improve-
ments in various life domains such as housing, relationships, and family (Furlong 
et al. 2017). Although income is commonly recognized as the primary reason for 
increased life satisfaction, a job can also serve as the foundation for identity (Ezzy 
1993), self-esteem, a sense of purpose, but also a way to structure daily activities, to 
generate social capital, and more (Jahoda 1981; Voßemer and Eunicke 2015).

Getting and losing a job can have varying effects on life satisfaction depending on 
the situation and the significance individuals attribute to these events. As Frey and 
Stutzer (2002, 101) point out “individuals tend to evaluate their own situation relative 
to other persons. For most persons, unemployment lowers their happiness less if they 
are not alone with this particular fate. When unemployment is seen to hit many per-
sons, one knows or hears of, both the psychic and the social effects are mitigated.” 
Furthermore, the flexibility of contracts and working hours may be desirable in some 
instances and imposed options in others, contingent upon the social context and the 
individual’s circumstances. For example, during academic studies, temporary 
employment may be preferable as it allows flexibility, but a similar arrangement may 
be challenging for a young parent responsible for bills and child-rearing. Flexible 
work arrangements, such as remote work, ordinarily provide greater autonomy and 
control over the work process and the potential for better work-life balance (Gajendran 
and Harrison 2007). Data during the COVID-19 crisis indicate that such arrange-
ments presented new challenges as boundaries between private and work life were 
disrupted, especially when most household members were intensely present within 
the household. Nevertheless, remote work remained associated with higher satisfac-
tion compared to in-office work (Kondratowicz et al. 2022; Susilo 2020).

Analyses of the labor market situation during the COVID-19 crisis reveal that 
young individuals were particularly vulnerable to risks, given that, even before the 
pandemic, this age group had the highest proportion engaged in non-standard and 
precarious employment (MacDonald 2017). Temporary jobs are the first to be 
affected in times of crisis, leading young people in such positions to be among the 

2 In the literature, various theoretical frameworks are used to explain this relationship. These 
include functionalist and deprivation approach (Jahoda 1981), vitamin model (Warr 1987), agency 
theory (Fryer 1986), and sociological approach via identity theory (Ezzy 1993), all of which serve 
as foundational concepts that are subsequently critiqued and developed further. Voßemer and 
Eunicke (2015) provide an extensive overview of the literature and research on the relationship 
between employment and the well-being of young people.
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first to lose their jobs, consequently elevating the unemployment rate. At the EU 
level, within just 1 year of the crisis’s inception, youth employment dropped 2.8 
percentage points (European Union 2022). Prior to the onset of the pandemic, youth 
in European countries were disproportionately employed in sectors particularly vul-
nerable to the crisis, namely accommodation and food services, wholesale and 
retail, and health and social work.

From August 2019 to August 2020, the share of unemployed individuals in the 
EU increased from 15 to 18.5%. The NEET category increased by approximately 
1.5 percentage points between 2019 and 2020 (Konle-Seidl and Picarella 2021). 
These data only partially reveal the depth of the problem, as a significant number of 
young individuals (an additional 2.4 percentage points) lost their jobs, became tem-
porarily inactive, or ceased their job search, leading to a substantial rise in the inac-
tivity rates among the youth (Anderton et al. 2020; Konle-Seidl and Picarella 2021). 
The situation in non-EU European countries was similar, with minor variations.

Hypothesis 3: Young people who are employed are more satisfied compared to those 
who are unemployed.

Hypothesis 4: Young people who work from home are more satisfied compared to 
those who worked in offices during the COVID-19 crisis

4.2.3  Political Participation and Life Satisfaction

Political integration is an essential aspect of general social integration, especially 
for the young people in democracies as they are entering adulthood and the world of 
political rights and duties. Political integration is a complex phenomenon that could 
be expressed in various ways. Arguably, political participation is among its most 
direct indicators. Taking part in political activities such as voting in elections, con-
tacting politicians, joining a political party, or participating in demonstrations are 
signs of being integrated into the political domain of the social world.

Political participation3 is an obvious candidate variable for helping understand 
youth well-being in society. The COVID-19 era is perhaps a particularly relevant 
context, as it was a period of increased politicization in many countries (e.g., 
Rothgerber et al. 2020). However, it is not immediately and intuitively clear why 
political participation should be associated with life satisfaction. Political activity is 
rarely accompanied by immediate reward (utility in economists’ terminology) but is 
often accompanied by frustration. Pacheco and Lange (2010, 688), therefore, rhe-
torically ask: “Given political participation as a seemingly futile activity to realize 
individual preferences, why would we expect a positive relationship between 

3 According to Verba and Nie (1972, 9), “Political participation is the means by which the interests, 
desires and demands of the ordinary citizen are communicated (…) all those activities by private 
citizens that are more or less directly aimed at influencing the selection of governmental personnel 
and/or decisions they make.”
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participation and enhanced utility?” Indeed, while political participation is a rather 
popular research topic, the relationship with life satisfaction only recently gained 
momentum, while research focused on youth political participation is still relatively 
rare (cf., Weiss 2020).

Participating in politics is, in fact, found to be associated with the feeling of well- 
being in different countries in various ways (e.g., Dorn et al. 2008; Frey and Stutzer 
2000b; He et al. 2022; Laurence 2021; Lindholm 2020; Owen et al. 2008; Pacheco 
and Lange 2010; Vega-Tinoco et al. 2022). The involved mechanism may be based 
on the feeling of accomplishment, a sense of efficacy, self-appreciation for taking 
part in an activity aimed to contribute to the welfare of the society (“procedural util-
ity,” Frey and Stutzer 2000b), and so on. Laurence (2021, 322), for instance, con-
cludes “that participation’s impact needs to be understood through both social- and 
psychological-resource models, with positive indirect effects observed via struc-
tural/cognitive elements of social capital as well as perceived control/social 
efficacy.”

At the same time, researchers argued that it is the experience of well-being that 
affects political participation (e.g., Barnes et  al. 1979; Flavin and Keane 2012; 
Lindholm 2020; Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 2011). For instance, Weitz-Shapiro and 
Winters (2011, 118) conclude that “our data are more consistent with the claim that 
happiness causes people to participate.” The causality is explained by interpreting 
subjective well-being as a “psychological resource for the purpose of political par-
ticipation due to its positive influence on self-efficacy and motivation to invest time 
and effort into political activities” (Lindholm 2020, 472). Also, the influence may be 
exerted through identification with the socio-political system and broader social 
integration. In line with these ambiguities, Lorenzini (2015, 383) observed that 
“Several researchers have used subjective well-being to explain political participa-
tion […]. Others have analysed it as resulting from political institutions and partici-
pation,” however, he prefers the “satisfaction influences participation” causal 
direction rather than vice versa.

Not only could causal direction go both ways, but the direction of association has 
also been found to be positive, negative, and non-existent. For instance, feelings of 
not-well-being may be a strong motive for political participation as a generator of 
the desire to change (something in) society. Indeed, it was reported that life dissat-
isfaction may foster youth propensity for political protest (e.g., Barnes et al. 1979; 
Lorenzini 2015; Marsh 1977). Conversely, Flavin and Keane (2012) concluded that 
life satisfaction does not contribute to protest activities. To make matters more com-
plex and difficult for a simple résumé, Lorenzini (2015, 382–3) found an interesting 
interaction of political participation with unemployment in Switzerland, concluding 
that life satisfaction (LS) “fosters unemployed youth protest activities. In addition, 
[...] LS hinders employed youth contacting activities.”

One reason contributing to the diversity of research findings is the complexity of 
the phenomenon of political participation. It has been noted long ago that political 
participation is not a simple and unitary phenomenon easy to define (e.g., Barnes 
et al. 1979; Fox 2014; Sabucedo and Arce 1991; Van Deth 2014; Weiss 2020). To 
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better understand it and derive more useful research hypotheses, separating various 
forms or modes of political participation proved helpful. Lindholm (2020), for 
instance, differentiates formal and protest-oriented political participation. Similar, 
and perhaps the best known, is the division between conventional and unconven-
tional modes of participation (Barnes et al. 1979).

Conventional modes of political participation are those that are, so to say, pre-
scribed by the actual political system and widely regarded as common and legiti-
mate modes of participation. Examples are voting at elections, political party 
activism, or writing letters to representatives. Given the system-supporting and 
institutionalized nature of the conventional political participation, it is unsurprising 
that a positive association with well-being is often found with indicators of this 
form of political participation (e.g., Flavin and Keane 2012). Unconventional modes 
of political participation would be those that are less commonly practiced and often 
not explicitly codified (non-institutionalized) or even allowed by the political sys-
tem (Pitti 2018). Here, the examples would be online engagement, participation in 
demonstrations and protests, signing petitions, boycotting products, and similar.

This distinction seems particularly useful for the study of association with life 
satisfaction. Conventional participation might be seen as stemming more from the 
perceived legitimacy of the system, trust in the rules of the democratic process, and 
so on. With the sense of performing the duty of basic political participation (e.g., 
voting), this would lead to an enhanced feeling of well-being. Yet, another dynamic 
is also conceivable. For instance, high political polarization, i.e., strong negative 
attitudes towards political opponents, may stimulate both conventional participation 
and decrease feelings of well-being.

The unconventional forms of participation often reflect a negative attitude con-
cerning some issues that are strong enough to motivate one for some unconventional 
activities. This is relevant since those activities are often seen as resource- demanding 
(in terms of time, money, and risks). Hence, these political participation forms seem 
likely to be associated with lower life satisfaction. In fact, such findings (e.g., nega-
tive association of life satisfaction with protest activity) have been reported in the 
literature (e.g., Barnes et al. 1979; Lorenzini 2015; Marsh 1977), although not uni-
versally (e.g., Flavin and Keane 2012). This is not necessarily surprising. 
Unconventional activism, such as pro-government demonstrations, can also be 
system- supportive and, therefore, positively or not associated with life satisfaction.

While we follow the literature in separating the two outlined forms of political 
participation, we treat voting at elections as a separate entity, the third form of polit-
ical participation. While it is perhaps the most conventional of all forms, it is also 
unique. It is the most widespread form of participation in democracies—every citi-
zen has the right to participate in elections, and many do. In fact, in some countries, 
voting in national elections is compulsory. All other forms of conventional partici-
pation (those represented in our data, at least) are far less often practiced. Hence, the 
motivation behind voting and other forms of conventional participation might differ. 
Voting is a more explicit and direct expression of the system’s acceptance, so we 
expect it to be most positively associated with life satisfaction. While this could 
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apply to the general population, it seems to be especially relevant for the youth 
because it appears that those more conventional ones are more likely to take part in 
voting earlier (youth initially shows lower levels of participation, which then 
increases with age, cf. Quintelier 2007).4

It is time to turn to the issue of what should be expected to be specific for youth 
political participation under the extraordinary conditions of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Unsurprisingly, the expectations are not clear because the individual ESS 
(European Social Survey) studies analyzed here were not conducted simultane-
ously, which means they were conducted during different phases of the pandemic. 
Also, different countries implemented different policies (e.g., restrictions on free 
movement), making deriving specific predictions unfeasible. Still, in general terms, 
participation might have been increasingly motivated by negative feelings, i.e., gen-
eral dissatisfaction, given that governments were often blamed for not performing 
well in that context. Higher life satisfaction/well-being under such conditions could 
be accompanied by a more passive political outlook, especially because avoiding 
unnecessary social contacts would also mean avoiding some forms of political 
activism. So, overall, we would expect life satisfaction to be negatively associated 
with unconventional political participation and positively with conventional politi-
cal participation, especially voting. The voting variable is specific in several regards. 
The ESS (European Social Survey) question asks about voting at “the last election,” 
which in some cases means before the pandemic, and in others during a pandemic 
phase with fewer restrictions. In both cases, we may expect the association to be 
more akin to the usual findings of the positive association of voting with life 
satisfaction.

The derived expectations do not seem particularly specific for young people, 
partly because the background literature reports general findings, not specifically 
for age categories.5 Research on youth political attitudes and behavior outlined cer-
tain specificities, well summarized by Quintelier (2007, 165), who concluded that 
“young people are less concerned with politics, less politically knowledgeable, do 
not participate in social or political activities, are more apathetic, and have low lev-
els of political interest.” However, these findings mainly deal with the level of cer-
tain variables but not so much with the relationships between variables, which is the 
concern of the present paper.

4 For example, while the latter half of the twentieth century witnessed a decrease in overall elec-
toral participation, this decline was particularly notable among young people (Fieldhouse et al. 
2007). Conversely, some scholars argue that over the past few decades, voter turnout has remained 
steady and relatively high among young people in Europe (Pilkington and Pollock 2015).
5 For a recent literature review on youth political participation, see Weiss (2020). In her words, “In 
conclusion, it can be said that the definition of youth political participation is currently nothing 
more than general political participation.” (Weiss 2020, 9). The main difference is in the level of 
political engagement, and in different conception of the “political” among the younger genera-
tions. No generalizations seem to have been made about different relationships between political 
participation and other major variables in this context, including life satisfaction.
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Hypotheses 5, 6, 7: life satisfaction is positively associated with (5) voting and (6) 
conventional participation, and (7) negatively with unconventional political 
participation.

4.3  Contextual Variations

In comparative research, it is important to consider the potential role of contextual 
variables, whether as background variables to control for the role of some cross- 
country differences or as variables that have direct and interactive effects. In this 
paper, we focus on two contextual variables dealing with inequalities between and 
within countries: GDP (Gross Domestic Product) per capita and the GINI inequality 
coefficient.

The relationship between income inequality (GINI) and life satisfaction is not 
unequivocal. National and cross-country research shows mixed effects, indicating a 
positive (Cheung 2018; Berg and Veenhoven 2010), or a negative (Alesina et al. 
2004; Graafland and Lous 2018; Schröder 2016; Verme 2011) association between. 
These discrepancies result from various methodological approaches, employed 
variables, statistical techniques, and contextual specificities (Verme 2011). In the 
sociology, the most prominent theory that explains the relationship between inequal-
ity and satisfaction is the theory of relative deprivation (Runciman 1966). This 
approach highlights the significance of reference groups with whom individuals 
compare themselves and the importance of the perception of the fairness of distribu-
tion, suggesting that higher levels of inequality lead to lower life satisfaction. The 
perception of inequality and actual social disparities often lead to dissatisfaction, 
but also societies marked by inequality tend to experience related issues such as 
social isolation, poverty, crime, and socio-political instability, which further influ-
ence overall satisfaction levels. Comparative analyses of European societies gener-
ally indicate a negative association between life satisfaction and income inequalities 
(Alesina et al. 2004; Hajdu and Hajdu 2014). Europeans generally exhibit lower life 
satisfaction in countries characterized by significant income disparities. Research 
specifically focusing on young individuals in this regard is lacking, and our assump-
tion is that greater income inequalities among European countries will lead to lower 
life satisfaction among the youth.

GDP Per Capita Although the debate on the manner and extent of the relationship 
between wealth and satisfaction is ongoing, the majority of studies investigating 
cross-country differences indicate a positive association between GDP per capita and 
life satisfaction. Research in Europe also demonstrates clear connections between 
these two variables (Degutis et al. 2010), and Pittau et al. (2010, 358) provide expla-
nations for the content of this relationship “in Europe GDP per capita is highly cor-
related with levels and quality of basic facilities and services, such as transportation 
and communications systems, and with levels and quality of public institutions like 
schools and hospitals, as well as with low levels of crime and  corruption,” leading to 
a higher degree of comfort, predictability, and consequently, satisfaction.
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4.4  Method

4.4.1  Data

To examine the relationship between life satisfaction, different forms of social inte-
gration, and characteristics of the social context, we used data from the tenth cycle 
of the European Social Survey6 (ESS10-2023), conducted across 31 countries dur-
ing the years 2020–2022. The ESS data collection was performed during the 
COVID-19 crisis and was marked by several disruptions due to national-level health 
measures that prevented in-person interviews. Sub-populations comprising indi-
viduals aged 15–35 years were extracted for this analysis.7 The ESS instrument 
encompasses a set of indicators that measure social, economic, and political integra-
tion. We used two standard indicators of contextual variations—GINI and GDP per 
capita. For the GDP per capita (expressed in current US dollars) data, we used the 
World Data Bank database (World Bank 2022). The source for the GINI coefficient 
was the EUROSTAT database (Eurostat 2021).

4.4.2  Research Design and Analytical Methods

Dependent Variable
Outcome variable—life satisfaction was assessed using the following question: “All 
things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole nowadays?” 
Responses were recorded on an 11-point scale, where a rating of 0 indicates extreme 
dissatisfaction, and a rating of 10 represents extreme satisfaction.

Independent Variables
Social Integration. To better understand the role of social integration in shaping 
well-being, we employed two indicators: the frequency of social contacts and the 
experience of ethnic discrimination. For the first indicator, “Frequency of Social 
Contacts,” posed a fundamental question: “How often do you socially meet with 
friends, relatives, or colleagues?” Respondents were given a scale of 1 to 7, from 
“Never” to “Every day,” allowing us to capture the regularity of social interactions. 
The second indicator delved into the experience of ethnic discrimination as a perti-
nent factor that can influence an individual’s sense of belonging and overall 
well-being.

6 European Social Survey European Research Infrastructure (ESS ERIC). (2023). ESS10 inte-
grated file, edition 3.2 [Data set]. Sikt—Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and 
Research. https://doi.org/10.21338/ess10e03_2.
7 While this data, when isolated, is not representative for the youth population on a per-country 
basis, it nevertheless provides adequate information to explore associations between the variables 
of interest.

D. Stanojević et al.

https://doi.org/10.21338/ess10e03_2


81

Political Participation. Political integration is an important aspect of general 
social integration, especially for young people in democracies. We treat political 
integration as commensurable to political participation. Our investigation was 
guided by three distinct indicators: conventional participation, unconventional par-
ticipation, and voting. Conventional participation encompassed activities such as 
wearing campaign badges, contacting politicians, and active involvement in politi-
cal parties or action groups. Voting was measured by whether respondents partici-
pated in the most recent election. Unconventional participation included diverse 
activities, from online engagement to participation in demonstrations, signing peti-
tions, engagement with civic organizations, and making purchase decisions for 
political reasons. These are fairly standard measures used to operationalize political 
participation.

Labor Market Integration. This facet was assessed through three indicators: 
employment status, work location (office or home), and the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the labour market. Employment status classified individuals into either 
employed or unemployed/inactive categories. Work location is considered the place 
of work, distinguishing between office-based and remote work, which took on a 
new dimension of relevance during the pandemic. Additionally, the study investi-
gated the “Force Majeure” indicator, which assessed whether respondents experi-
enced various labor market disruptions since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
including job losses, reductions in income, decreased working hours, furloughs, and 
forced unpaid leave or holiday.

Social Context Indicators. We examined social context variables that capture the 
disparities between countries, shedding light on the economic and income inequali-
ties that can significantly influence well-being. Two primary indicators were used to 
assess these inequalities: GDP per capita and the GINI coefficient. GDP per capita 
provides insights into the average income or wealth possessed by the population in 
a given nation and serves as a measure of wealth differences between countries. The 
GINI coefficient measures the distribution of income among a population, with a 
higher GINI coefficient indicating greater income inequality.

Control Variables. To ensure the robustness of our analysis, we also incorporated 
several control variables, including gender, age, education level, urban or rural resi-
dence, and marital or union status.

We employed a random intercept multilevel linear regression analysis as our 
analytical method, encompassing a sample of 31 countries. MLM (multilevel mod-
elling) offers the capacity to discern the effects of individual characteristics of 
young respondents as well as the social context within which they reside. In this 
manner, it becomes possible to ascertain the extent to which personal attributes, 
social context, and their interactions impact the level of life satisfaction. We present 
two tables, each featuring ten models. To weight the data, we used the weights that 
take into account the survey’s design, population characteristics, and the relative 
numerical relationship between countries (anweight).
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4.5  Results

The initial model presented in Table 4.1 is a random variance component model 
without independent variables. In the first model, all independent predictors at Level 
I are included. The second model introduces an additional contextual variable (the 
GINI coefficient and GDP per capita, respectively) as the indicators at Level II. In 
all subsequent models, interactions between the indicators at Level II and the Level 
I analysis are incorporated.

Social Ties Young people who have a greater number of friends and contacts with 
whom they socialize more frequently tend to experience higher levels of life satis-
faction. All models consistently demonstrate this positive association, thus affirm-
ing the significance of social connections for the well-being of young people. Those 
who reported experiencing ethnic discrimination exhibit a lower level of satisfac-
tion compared to their counterparts without that experience.

Labor Market Young individuals who are employed tend to experience higher lev-
els of satisfaction compared to those who are unemployed or inactive. Unemployment 
among young people during COVID-19 signifies the absence of income and the 
ability to plan and manage their lives in times of crisis. Additionally, being absent 
from the labor market in a context of already reduced social interactions has further 
confined young individuals to narrow social relationships, making their lives even 
more isolated. Those who have encountered some issues in their workplace during 
the COVID-19 crisis report lower levels of satisfaction compared to their peers with 
stable working arrangements. The reduction in earnings, job loss, or the experience 
of being furloughed has introduced additional layers of uncertainty and insecurity 
into the transitional life paths of young individuals through the labor market. Each 
incremental rise in risk has correspondingly led to diminished satisfaction among 
the youth, underscoring the significance of stability and certainty as pivotal sources 
of contentment. The finding that young individuals who worked in an office reported 
lower levels of satisfaction compared to those who predominantly worked from 
home is interesting. It appears that better work-life balance, as well as privacy and 
security during the crisis period, were more significant sources of satisfaction than 
every day in-person interactions with colleagues.

Political Participation All three measures of political participation are signifi-
cantly associated with life satisfaction. The associations are virtually unaffected by 
adding the macro-level variables, thus making the results in the two tables practi-
cally indistinguishable. Both conventional and unconventional modes of political 
participation are negatively associated with life satisfaction. This means that higher 
levels of both modalities of political participation/integration are accompanied by, 
on average, lower levels of life satisfaction. The results for voting at elections are 
different, however: the coefficient is positive in this case. This means that, on aver-
age, voting at elections is accompanied by a relatively higher life satisfaction.
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Contextual Variables When it comes to differences between social contexts or 
countries, the results are as follows. Firstly, the impact of contextual variables is not 
very high, and they only marginally improve the models (the Intraclass Correlation 
Coefficient (ICC) decreases slightly). However, income inequality, expressed 
through the GINI coefficient, exhibits negative associations with the level of satis-
faction among young individuals. If they reside in a country with pronounced 
income inequalities, on average, they will be less satisfied compared to young peo-
ple living in societies with lower levels of inequality (Ahn et al. 2016). The results 
of interactions between GINI and social contacts are intriguing. As income inequal-
ity increases, the significance of social contacts becomes greater for satisfaction. If 
young individuals live in a country with pronounced income inequalities, having 
more contacts will lead to higher satisfaction compared to young people in countries 
with lower levels of inequality. This is an interesting finding because it suggests that 
personal informal networks compensate for structural inequalities. 

In Table 4.2, the first two models are identical to the previous ones. In the third 
model, an indicator of GDP per capita is introduced, showing positive associations 
with life satisfaction. As society becomes wealthier, young individuals are, on aver-
age, more satisfied with their lives. Neither social contacts nor labor market integra-
tion are statistically significantly associated with GDP per capita. This implies that 
the effects of labor market integration, political integration, and the level of social 
interactions do not exhibit interactive impacts with the aggregate wealth on life 
satisfaction. Irrespective of a nation’s economic wealth, political participation, labor 
market integration, and the level of social interactions have similar effects on life 
satisfaction.

However, there is a positive interaction between GDP per capita, discrimination, 
and satisfaction. Young individuals who report experiencing ethnic discrimination 
have a higher level of satisfaction if they live in wealthier countries compared to 
young people who have experienced the same discrimination in countries with 
lower GDP per capita.
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4.6  Discussion

This analysis confirms the positive associations between social capital and the life 
satisfaction among young people during the pandemic, aligning with a series of 
other similar studies (Ahmadiani et al. 2022; Ciziceno 2022; Crowley and Walsh 
2018, 2021; Helliwell 2006; Onal et al. 2022; Putnam 2000; Sarmiento Prieto et al. 
2023). It means that the sense of belonging, trust, reciprocity, and security arising 
from strong connections, or bonding social capital, is an important predictor of life 
satisfaction. Moreover, it is shown that in uncertain and unstable times, social capi-
tal is precisely one of the crucial resources for young people to build their own 
resilience, reflected in a higher degree of life satisfaction. This understanding is 
particularly important in the context of the increasingly prevalent sense of social 
isolation or the weakening of quality interpersonal relationships in real life. 
Simultaneously, due to epidemiological reasons, many activities have shifted to 
digital platforms, and contacts have largely been reduced to digitally mediated rela-
tionships. Despite the intensification of online connections, judging by our results 
and those of other studies (Towner et al. 2022), it can be assumed that the virtual 
world has not adequately replaced or substituted for face-to-face relationships and 
the personal benefits they bring. This analysis has also shown that such contacts 
have the potential to create quality relationships and, consequently, emotional and 
other resources that lead to life satisfaction.

Belonging to an ethnic minority is a significant predictor of reduced life satisfac-
tion. The social position of ethnic minorities in European societies, even in the pre- 
pandemic era, was, on average, less favorable, and their life satisfaction was lower 
compared to the ethnic majority. The combination of an average unfavorable posi-
tion in social structure and smoldering xenophobia and nationalism constituted the 
social context in which members of ethnic and racial minorities faced the pandemic, 
which, according to some studies, further exacerbated existing social inequalities 
and made them more visible (Ahmadiani et al. 2022; Ciziceno 2022; Onal et al. 
2022; Sarmiento Prieto et al. 2023). We can assume that all of this contributed to 
lower level of life satisfaction among young members of ethnic minorities.

These results indicate that for life satisfaction, affiliation with a close circle of 
people with whom a young person can establish a quality relationship is important. 
Additionally, a higher degree of inclusiveness in society towards minority cultural 
identities also contributes to higher life satisfaction.

Labor market integration emerges as a highly significant determinant of life sat-
isfaction. Young individuals who are employed and have not experienced disrup-
tions in the labor market during the crisis exhibit greater satisfaction compared to 
those who are unemployed and have faced job loss and/or income reduction. Part of 
this (dis)satisfaction may stem from the sense of security provided by employment 
and income, while another aspect is derived from a sense of belonging and the abil-
ity to maintain social connections with colleagues. During the crisis, remote work 
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proved to be a more significant source of satisfaction for the youth than in-office 
work. In addition to the classic reasons such as reduced commute times, fewer 
workplace distractions, a more comfortable work environment, lower health risks, 
fewer social conflicts, and a safer social environment should be added. 

The reported results confirm our expectations that the three indicators of political 
participation are associated with life satisfaction. The fact that the associations are 
virtually unaffected by adding the macro-level variables supports the solidity of the 
determined relationships. However, the hypotheses about the direction of the asso-
ciations are not entirely confirmed, making the findings particularly interesting. The 
results concerning voting are in line with Hypothesis 5 and with the bulk of the lit-
erature: Young European voters tend to express higher levels of life satisfaction, on 
average, compared to the abstainers.

However, although voting is perhaps the most conventional political behavior 
(next to voter abstinence), other forms of political activities that we categorized as 
conventional are negatively associated with life satisfaction. Those youngsters who 
engage in activities such as wearing a campaign badge, contacting a politician, or 
being active in a political party or action group tend to be somewhat dissatisfied. 
This is contrary to our Hypothesis 6 and to numerous findings reported in the litera-
ture (e.g., Frey and Stutzer 2000a, b; He et al. 2022; Laurence 2021; Owen et al. 
2008; Pacheco and Lange 2010; Vega-Tinoco et al. 2022; Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 
2011). Unlike Vega-Tinoco et al. (2022), who also used ESS data, for instance, we 
found that it is voting that is positively associated, while the other forms of (civic in 
their terminology) participation are negatively associated with life satisfaction. 
Perhaps this reflects the generation differences—they dealt with older adults (aged 
50+), while our study is focused on the youth, and we use a newer wave of the ESS 
data (ESS10 from 2020 to 2021). Plus, our data were collected during the 
COVID-19 era.

Tentatively expected is the negative association between life satisfaction and 
unconventional modes of political activity (such as online engagement, participa-
tion in demonstrations, and signing petitions). This kind of activism has often been 
associated with lower life satisfaction (e.g., Barnes et  al. 1979; Lorenzini 2015; 
Marsh 1977), so our results confirm Hypothesis 7 and support this stream of find-
ings. After finding that voting is positively associated with life satisfaction in Latin 
America, Weitz-Shapiro and Winters (2011, 119) speculated: “Although happier 
people may be more likely to vote, perhaps those less satisfied with their lives are 
more likely to contact their elected representatives or participate in protests.” We 
provide evidence from Europe supporting this speculation.

Nonetheless, we infer that the general hypothesis—that political integration is 
indeed a correlate (if not causally related to) of life satisfaction, is supported. Voting 
is certainly the most conventional aspect among the specific modes of participation 
covered by the included ESS variables. Not only is it the most widespread, but it 
also represents the acceptance of the political system and involvement, or integra-
tion, into formal political life. Voting does not require any additional motivation 
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(although it may include) except the feeling of duty and acceptance of the basic 
rules of political life in a democracy (procedural utility); hence, the positive associa-
tion with life satisfaction. The other activities listed here under both conventional 
and unconventional categories require additional motivation, which often might be 
the belief that voting is insufficient or ineffective. Thus, while some of the uncon-
ventional activities, such as taking part in demonstrations, might sometimes involve 
crossing the borders of legality, the remaining activities are not that radically differ-
ent from those categorized as conventional ones.8 It seems as if taking any political 
activity besides voting requires special motivation, which is somehow associated 
with lower life satisfaction. It may be that dissatisfaction with some political issue 
and the perception that perhaps voting does not change things is caused by lower 
life satisfaction. Likewise, lower life satisfaction, which may be caused by political 
dissatisfaction, may lead to political activism, both more or less conventional. In 
any case, the reciprocal causal direction may work here (Ding et  al. 2015; 
Laurence 2021).

The literature is inconsistent regarding the hypothesized causal direction (e.g., 
Pirralha 2017, 2018; Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 2011), and in the present study, we 
cannot disentangle it because we do not have adequate data. Here, we focus on the 
existence of the associations under the assumption that well-being is the dependent 
variable (as specified in the statistical models presented above). However, some 
studies tried disentangling the causal direction conundrum (e.g., Laurence 2021; 
Pirralha 2017, 2018). Relying on a 3-wave panel using the German Socio-Economic 
Panel (SOEP) data, Pirralha (2018, 803) concluded that “our findings offer no sup-
port for the idea of a causal relationship between political participation and LS.”9 To 
make things more interesting, Ding et  al. (2015, 252) found in Australia that 
“increasing informal social connectedness in one year most strongly predicts better 
mental health the next year, followed by civic engagement; while increased political 
participation in one year predicts worse mental health the next year” (emphasis in 
original).

The association of youth activism with reduced satisfaction levels may also be 
specific to periods of crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. But, a more reliable 
answer will have to wait for future research with more adequate datasets. In any 
case, the diverse relationship with different indicators of political participation 
shows the value of differentiating modes of participation, especially the separation 
of voting from the rest of the conventional modes.

8 For instance, the unconventional category includes activity named “online engagement”. 
However, authors such as Morozov (2009) find online participation as an illusion of participation. 
In his words, “‘Slacktivism’ is an apt term to describe feel-good online activism that has zero 
political or social impact.” (Morozov 2009).
9 Similar is another Pirralha’s study, using Dutch LISS panel data. Again, “our results do not offer 
support for a link between political participation and individual wellbeing” (Pirralha 2017, 338).
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4.7  Conclusion

The overall results support the hypothesis about the positive association of the three 
domains of social integration—social relationships, labor market integration, and 
some forms of political participation—with greater life satisfaction. We conclude 
that even in uncertain and unstable times, social capital is one of the crucial resources 
for young people to build their own resilience, as reflected in a higher degree of life 
satisfaction.

The lack of integration into a broader society, as reflected in belonging to a 
discriminated ethnic minority, is also a significant predictor of reduced life satis-
faction. Perhaps the context of the pandemic, when various minorities in Europe 
had harder-than-average time, only enhanced this negative association. Overall, 
regarding social integration, the results show that affiliation with a close circle of 
people with whom a young person can establish a quality relationship and living in 
a society where a young person feels included both contribute to higher life 
satisfaction.

Interestingly, however, social contacts that come with in-office work do not seem 
to count as contributing to life satisfaction. It may be due to the pandemic’s context, 
but remote work proved to be a significant source of satisfaction for the youth rather 
than in-office work. Apart from that, labor market integration, as indicated by being 
in the labor force (employed), emerged as a highly significant determinant of life 
satisfaction. 

The results also confirmed some of the hypotheses about the contribution of 
political participation to life satisfaction. Corroborating numerous previous find-
ings, young European voters tend to express higher levels of life satisfaction, on 
average, compared to the abstainers.

However, other forms of political activism—both those activities classified as 
conventional (wearing a campaign badge, contacting a politician, or being active in 
a political party or action group) and unconventional ones (e.g., participation in 
protests and demonstrations)—are negatively associated with life satisfaction. The 
negative association of life satisfaction with unconventional participation is not 
uncommon in literature, perhaps showing that dissatisfaction is an important moti-
vator of political activism. It is less commonly observed that conventional forms of 
participation are also associated with reduced life satisfaction.

Future research endeavors should be focused on longitudinal research for a com-
prehensive understanding of the evolution of the correlations identified in the pres-
ent study, particularly in the context of a post-pandemic world. This strategic focus 
would enable us to discern whether the observed role of social integration is a 
reflection of the health crisis period, or indicative of a “new reality,” signifying 
more enduring transformations in the behaviors and attitudes of the youth 
demographic.
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Chapter 5
Employment Vulnerabilities of Female 
and Young Adults in Arab Countries: 
Trends Since the Onset of COVID-19

Shireen AlAzzawi and Vladimir Hlasny

5.1  Introduction

Across much of the world, the COVID pandemic became synonymous with lock-
down measures that greatly reduced economic activity and often affected the most 
vulnerable workers hardest because of the nature of their jobs and provisions of 
their contracts. Workers in Arab countries already faced precarious working condi-
tions pre-pandemic. For years the regional labor markets failed to create enough 
decent employment opportunities to absorb the bulk of fresh graduates. Public 
employment has been on a decline due to economic reform programs in place since 
the turn of the century. Meanwhile, formal private job openings failed to fill the gap, 
particularly for marginal workers such as women and youths (Assaad et al. 2020), 
in part due to competition from the large informal economy. Economic growth over 
the past decade, relatively strong in a few cases, did not translate into growth in 
formal employment (Prince et al. 2018).

Over 60% of all workers in the region are informally employed, while young adults 
face even more vulnerability in employment on account of their missing job experi-
ence, their skills that do not match firms’ needs, and their sheer number (Tzannatos 
2021). Over 85% of young adults have been estimated to hold informal jobs (ILO 
2020a, b). Vulnerability of employment can thus be said to be one of the most critical 
conditions facing Arab young adults (Fehling et al. 2015), given that their jobs lack 
security and stability, paid leaves, social and health insurance coverage, and in many 
cases physical safety. Such vulnerability almost always stays with them throughout 
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their careers as studies have found that transitions to better job opportunities are rare 
for those who start out in vulnerable positions (AlAzzawi and Hlasny 2022). Moreover, 
regional youth unemployment was already the highest in the world pre-pandemic, at 
over 30% for men and 40% for women, and the pandemic was expected to further 
aggravate young adults’ plight in terms of both unemployment and informality. 
Employers’ drive toward cost-cutting, irregularization, and gig and platform employ-
ment will particularly affect young adults and other at-risk groups.

In response to the onset of COVID, Arab countries’ governments implemented a 
widening range of measures to alleviate the health impacts. Egypt put in place rela-
tively lenient policy responses to the pandemic in the first half of 2020, and main-
tained the measures at a consistent level longer, reducing them gradually only in 
mid-2021—refer to Fig. 5.1. As a result, Egypt retained positive economic growth 
throughout the span of the pandemic, albeit at less than half the pre-2020 projected 
rates (Assaad et al. 2022).

Jordan started out with a very stringent regulatory regime in the spring of 2020, 
but did not keep it up very long. It was hit with resurgent waves of the pandemic in 
the second half of 2020 and early 2021, requiring further mitigation measures 
throughout the first half of 2021. These were rolled back only in the second half of 
the year. Jordan thus faced lingering socio-economic impacts of the pandemic 
throughout 2021.
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Fig. 5.1 Stringency index, 30-day moving average, by country and date. Note: shaded areas show 
survey periods. Round 0 occurred during end-Feb 2020; round 1 during June 2020 and during 
October–November 2020; round 2 during January–February 2021; round 3 during March–April 
2021; round 4 during May–July 2021; round 5 during August–September 2021
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Morocco similarly relied on harsh closure policies in the second quarter of 2020, 
but kept them for a longer spell of time. It endured a large negative effect on eco-
nomic growth, but labor market indicators finally started to recover in the first two 
quarters of 2021. Following a resurgence of cases, the stringent closure regime was 
brought back in the second quarter of 2021 and was only slowly rolled back later in 
the year.

In Tunisia, government responses failed to contain the pandemic because of their 
volatile intensity throughout the year 2020. The closure regime was fairly strong in 
the first half of the year, then was relaxed significantly in the second half, before 
being tightened again throughout the year 2021. Tunisia ended up suffering the larg-
est negative impact on its economy in 2020, which lingered well into the follow-
ing year.

Amid the social distancing and market shutdowns implemented across the region 
to tackle the pandemic, workers without solid attachments to well established 
employers faced particularly adverse prospects in terms of employability, job stabil-
ity, and decent working conditions. Shutdowns exerted a heavy toll on all labor 
market sectors in Arab countries including manufacturing and industry, but it was 
particularly the service sector—where most of the recent secondary and tertiary 
school graduates and women seek work—that took the greatest pummeling (ILO 
2020c). Employers demoted, furloughed or laid off workers, and those in the infor-
mal sector were likely to be the hardest hit given the lack of job protection, and the 
lack of personal cushions such as savings, access to credit, and family connections. 
The International Labour Organization (ILO) estimates that women lost between 20 
and 30% more working hours than men throughout the years 2020 and 2021.

Economic recovery in the second half of the year 2021 did not provide the needed 
relief. Throughout 2021–2023, the world has continued suffering supply chain bot-
tlenecks, which have led to inflationary pressures. Central banks’ delayed responses 
to these challenges ended up slowing down growth, even before the Ukraine-Russian 
Federation war and other regional conflicts have started further compounding the 
ongoing effects of the pandemic.

Tracking the employment status of vulnerable groups across the distinct stages 
of the pandemic is critical to understanding the cyclicality and trajectory of the 
region’s chronic employment problem, and the path to recovery from crises. This 
study thus contributes to answering questions such as: Which worker groups are 
particularly hurt by health epidemics in the short term? How do the workers’ out-
comes change with the progress of the pandemic and the regulatory efforts to con-
tain it, and how long do the impacts of such shocks last? What are some effective 
ways to help different groups of workers, and when are the most critical points for 
intervention?

This study evaluates the employment outcomes and job-transition prospects of 
workers, separately for women and men, and for young and older workers, across 
various phases of the COVID pandemic. Young workers are defined as those 17–29 
years of age, while those 30–59 years old are classified as older workers. Respondents 
older than 59 are omitted as not of the prime working age, and as candidates for 
early or regular retirement. We rely on five rounds of high-frequency panel surveys 
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carried out over the period of June 2020 through September 2021, with a pre- 
COVID recall module to February 2020, for four developing Arab countries already 
facing severe labor market challenges. We focus on workers’ experience of losing 
hours or being laid off, and their employment status, because these outcomes repre-
sent the main aspirations of labor market entrants in Arab countries, and are crucial 
for workers’ career progress, lifetime outcomes, and well-being.

The rest of the chapter is structured as follows. Section 5.2 provides some back-
ground regarding employment vulnerability of workers in Arab countries and 
worldwide to the pandemic. Section 5.3 lays out our analytical approach and data 
sources. Section 5.4 presents the main results, and Sect. 5.5 summarizes our key 
findings and their significance for the process of recovery from the pandemic.

5.2  Early Assessments of the Pandemic Impacts

Studies since the onset of COVID have shown that particular groups of workers 
have been affected particularly gravely by lockdowns and the associated economic 
downturn (AlAzzawi 2023; Delaporte and Peña 2020; Dingel and Nieman 2020; 
Hatayama et  al. 2020; Saltiel 2020; ILO 2020d). The crisis has particularly hit 
workers in sectors with a risk of downturns due to the lockdowns and social distanc-
ing rules; informally employed workers; and workers with limited opportunities for 
teleworking, due to poor access to reliable technology, or the nature of their jobs. 
The impact is also projected to be stronger in countries with limited public-sector 
employment and with fiscal constraints preventing their governments from inter-
vening more robustly in the economy.

International agencies1 and national statistical agencies have shared early results 
of rapid assessments of the pandemic’s impact on countries’ labor markets and vari-
ous social indicators. For example, the World Bank rapid survey in Yemen, under-
taken between March and April 2020, found that 18% of households could not reach 
their jobs due to COVID-imposed mobility restrictions and 31% were either not 
receiving salaries or receiving less than before the pandemic. The share of house-
holds citing low wages and a loss of employment as the most difficult challenges 
facing them increased from 45 to 49%, relative to before the outbreak. The assess-
ment for Iraq focused on poverty and concluded that introducing a full curfew 
would have had a severe impact on poverty due to changes in workers’ labor income, 
increasing the poverty headcount for the country as a whole by 10 percentage points 

1 The World Bank (2020) listed the results of rapid phone surveys assessing the impact of the pan-
demic on households. UNDP (2020) provided detailed summaries and references to rapid assess-
ments conducted to examine the impact of the pandemic on key issues such as health, poverty, 
labor markets, migrant workers, small and medium enterprises and women. UN ESCWA assessed 
that in the first year of the pandemic, the distribution of incomes and wealth in the region substan-
tially widened, and poverty headcount in the 14 middle and low-income Arab countries rose from 
29.2 to 32.4% of the population.
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and increasing the poverty gap by 3 points. In Djibouti, findings from a rapid phone 
survey also confirmed a strong impact of the crisis on the labor market with almost 
20% of breadwinners losing their jobs since the onset of the pandemic. This impact 
was particularly pronounced for households in the bottom income quintile. Among 
those who lost their jobs, 68% identified COVID-related reasons as the cause of 
their current economic inactivity. Among those who kept their pre-pandemic 
employment type, 42% were working less or not at all, with a simultaneous reduc-
tion in income: 45% of those working less than previously received no income at all, 
while 36% received only partial wage payments.

Assessments conducted in the following months continued reporting similarly 
troubling trends. In Tunisia as of October 2020, labor force participation rate stag-
nated at 41% of the working age population, and unemployment rate increased from 
13 to 22% (ILO and ERF 2021). In Jordan, rapid assessment in mid-2021 (UN 
Women, Arab States 2021) indicated that 13% of women and one-fifth of men who 
had been employed before the pandemic lost their jobs by the summer of 2021. Of 
these, 85% were informal-sector workers and 15% were formal. Young adults spe-
cifically were prone to be unemployed, as 81% of them had been unemployed even 
prior to March 2020, and 71% of those employed were subsequently laid off by the 
summer of 2021. As many as 45% of respondents said that someone in their house-
hold had become unemployed during the pandemic.

5.3  Analytical Approach

In light of the existing evidence from across Arab countries, we aim to evaluate the 
impacts of the pandemic on young adults and women statically as well as dynami-
cally, accounting for the severity of government responses to the pandemic and for 
workers’ pre-COVID circumstances. We start by analyzing the labor market experi-
ences of February-2020 wage workers across different phases of the pandemic—
being laid off, working fewer hours, or no longer being wage workers—differentiating 
between those employed in the public or formal private sector, and those employed 
informally inside or outside establishments. Next we evaluate workers’ transitions 
from their initial February-2020 status to their new statuses at different points 
in time.

To assess the factors behind workers’ employment outcomes, and the sources of 
the young/non-young gaps, we turn to multinomial logit models of workers’ experi-
ence of having lost pay or hours, or been laid off, and of their employment status. This 
approach has been successfully used with employment types in numerous studies 
(AlAzzawi and Hlasny 2022; Assaad and Krafft 2014; Aygun et al. 2022). Multinomial 
logit estimates the probability that a worker will attain a specific employment type 
relative to the probability of the baseline option—remaining inactive. First, we esti-
mate a multinomial logit model of the workers’ probability of experiencing a loss of 
hours or pay, being temporarily suspended, or being permanently terminated. Next, 
we estimate a multinomial model of workers’ labor market status—employed, 
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unemployed and inactive—and a more detailed model of workers’ employment type 
emphasizing several degrees of job vulnerability—formal, informal within establish-
ments, informal outside establishments, self-employed or unpaid, and non-
employed—and disregarding the difference between those unemployed and inactive. 
This is valuable, as workers’ transitions between different types of informal employ-
ment hold different implications than the retention of formal employment, or the tran-
sitions between unemployment and economic inactivity. This model gives insights 
into the “cascading” impacts of the pandemic on workers: some formal workers may 
have lost their job amenities (and landed in informality), among these some were 
temporarily suspended (became irregular), or consigned to work externally without a 
contract or without pay (became self- employed/unpaid family workers), and some 
were laid off permanently (unemployed/inactive).

These multinomial logit models control for workers’ predispositions for indi-
vidual employment types, by controlling either for workers’ pre-pandemic 
February-2020 status (in the models of workers’ experiencing of employment 
shocks), or for the fitted time-invariant probabilities of workers’ attaining the alter-
native employment statuses (in the models of employment outcomes; refer to 
AlAzzawi and Hlasny 2023). Accounting for the pre-pandemic/predisposed status 
alleviates potential bias due to latent worker-level heterogeneity, as well as ineffi-
ciency due to error autocorrelation. Moreover, it changes the interpretation of esti-
mates as the drivers of the short-term changes in workers’ status (rather than of 
workers’ cumulative up-to-date career outcomes).

Workers’ propensity to transition between employment types is made a function 
of tightness of the pandemic regulation, which proxies for the fluctuating labor mar-
ket conditions in regard to all workers. This and other key covariates are interacted 
with the female or youth indicator to allow distinct effects across the respective sex 
and age groups. Hence, the specific vulnerability of young and female workers to 
the stringency regime is assessed using the young × stringency and female × strin-
gency interaction terms. We conjecture that the coefficients on stringency, young, 
young × stringency, female and female × stringency are positive for the more adverse 
labor market outcomes such as informality, loss of hours and pay, layoff, and inac-
tivity. Similarly, their coefficients are expected to be negative for favorable out-
comes such as no adverse shocks, remaining employed, and retaining a formal 
position.

For control variables, we use workers’ school completion level, potential work 
experience (age less 16 for young workers, age less 29 for those older), and proxim-
ity to various geographic labor markets—residence in a cluster of administrative 
regions, and a rural/urban indicator. The regressions are estimated on pooled rounds 
of the Economic Research Forum (ERF) COVID-19 Monitors, but separately for 
each country, in order to pick up different labor market dynamics across the four 
countries. For reporting the results, we present the average marginal effects (AMEs) 
of the unit increases in the explanatory variables on the probability of experiencing 
a particular labor-market shock or attaining a particular employment type. To assess 
the relevance of explanatory variables in the multinomial model, we test the indi-
vidual and joint significance of the estimated AMEs across all categories of the 
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dependent variables (AMExj = 1,…, AMExj = J for each variable x). Errors in regres-
sions are clustered at the worker level to alleviate the effect of their autocorrelation 
on the measures of model fit. Coefficient standard errors are also corrected for het-
eroskedasticity and autocorrelation of unknown forms. All data analysis is per-
formed using Stata 14 software (StataCorp 2015).

Data
Data for the analysis come from the ERF COVID-19 Monitor surveys (OAMDI 
2021), which are moderate-size rapid telephone surveys conducted by the ILO and 
ERF between June 2020 and September 2021. ERF COVID-19 Monitors are unbal-
anced panel surveys with a limited module of recall questions to February 2020 
(“round 0”), allowing us to track the same workers and their employment outcomes 
over the span of up to 19 months, from February 2020 to September 2021. For the 
purpose of this study, we use three rounds for Egypt (June 2020, January–February 
2021, and June–July 2021) and Jordan (January–February, June–July 2021, and 
August–September 2021), and four rounds for Morocco and Tunisia (October–
November 2020, January–February 2021, March–April 2021, and June–July 2021). 
Sudan is excluded from this analysis because of the country’s different setting, and 
the different distribution of key survey variables.

Each survey round covers just over 2000 individuals (2500  in Jordan), giving 
approximately 9400 panel observations for 4500 workers in Egypt (including 
refresher samples and “round 0”), 8400 observations for 3400 workers in Jordan, 
11,300 observations for 4600 workers in Morocco, and 9600 observations for 3000 
workers in Tunisia. The surveys contain individual-level expansion weights facili-
tating representativeness within a certain sample-frame of respondents contactable 
by telephone. The surveys include information on workers’ employment type, 
employment shocks, hours worked, income, and the status of self-employed work-
ers’ enterprise. For the alternative dependent variables in the main model specifica-
tions, workers’ labor market experiences in rounds 1–5, and their employment 
status in rounds 0–5 are used. For explanatory variables, we account for workers’ 
education, family status and dependents by age, residence and other 
demographics.

Individual-level survey data are supplemented with country-level information on 
the strictness of governments’ day-to-day COVID responses (Hale et al. 2023). A 
30-day moving average of the stringency index in each country is constructed and 
matched to survey respondents according to their actual individual survey dates.

5.4  Main Results

This section presents our main results regarding workers’ job status transitions and 
experiences amid COVID, and the socioeconomic factors playing a role in them. We 
then discuss some broad commonalities and differences between the demographic 
groups of interest and the four countries.
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Figure 5.2 reports the labor market experiences at different phases of the pan-
demic of individuals who were wage workers as of February 2020, distinguishing 
men and women, and young and older adults. Across all four countries, public sec-
tor employees were least likely to be affected by temporary or permanent layoffs, or 
experienced decreased hours over the past 60 days, regardless of their age cohort 
and sex. If they encountered any shocks, the most prominent shock was in the form 
of decreased hours. Regardless of age, women were more likely to “no longer be a 
wage worker” (henceforth, WW). Figure 5.3 investigates this dimension of transi-
tions into lower employment statuses further.

As shown in Fig. 5.2a–c, young adults were often more likely to experience a 
reduction in hours or a temporary layoff, especially in Egypt and Tunisia. Informal 
workers across all four countries were more likely to be affected by these shocks 
than formal private sector workers, and especially informal workers outside of 
establishments, who were likely to experience temporary layoffs. Within that group, 
high shares of young men in particular faced the risk of temporary layoffs. By June 
2021 (Fig. 5.2d) the situation seemed to have improved somewhat in Jordan and 
Morocco, relative to Egypt and Tunisia where many workers continued to face 

Fig. 5.2 (a) Experience of Feb. 2020 wage workers in past 60 days from Nov. 2020, by age and 
sex. (b) Experience of Feb. 2020 wage workers in past 60 days from Feb. 2021 by age and sex. (c) 
Experience of Feb. 2020 wage workers in past 60 days from Apr. 2021. (d) Experience of Feb. 
2020 wage workers in past 60 days from June 2021 by age and sex. (e) Experience of Feb. 2020 
wage workers in past 60 days from Aug. 2021, overall and by age and sex

A
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B

Fig. 5.2 (continued)
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reductions in hours and temporary layoffs. Women of all ages were particularly 
susceptible to temporary layoffs in Egypt and Tunisia during 2021. In August 2021 
(Fig. 5.2e; only data for Jordan are available), no longer being a wage worker, either 
becoming economically inactive or transitioning to nonwage employment, was the 
most prominent experience for women in informal employment both young and 
non-young.

Given this evidence of workers’ labor market experiences, we next assess the 
changes in their actual job status. Figure 5.3 shows year-to-year transitions across 
employment categories—from February 2020 to February 2021—for workers who 
held different employment types as of February 2020. The year to February 2021 
represents a period when the pandemic and the associated lockdowns inflicted the 
clearest health-related and economic damages, before national borders opened and the 
economies and workers adjusted. (Transitions to June 2021, and to August 2021 in 
Jordan, are available on request.) Figure 5.3a depicts the results for Jordan. A year 
after the onset of the pandemic, in February 2021, young women were the most 
adversely affected group in Jordan, more prone to become either unemployed or eco-
nomically inactive, followed by older women. Informal workers outside of establish-
ments were also more likely to become unemployed or inactive, but young women 
were again hit the hardest in that category. By June and August 2021 (available on 
request) somewhat of a recovery occurred, with fewer women becoming unemployed 
or inactive, but for young men who had been informally employed in February 2020, 
larger shares ended up unemployed in February 2021 than a year earlier.

C

Fig. 5.2 (continued)
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D

Fig. 5.2 (continued)
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E

Fig. 5.2 (continued)

For Egypt, results in Fig. 5.3b confirm the strong impact on young women in 
February 2021, being the most susceptible to unemployment or inactivity regardless 
of their initial employment status, followed by older working-age women. By June 
2021, older women, both those formally and informally employed, became the most 
likely group to be affected by unemployment or inactivity.

In Morocco, unlike in Jordan and Egypt, Fig. 5.3c shows that some public sector 
workers could not keep their status, especially young women in February 2021 
when nearly one half of them (44%) became unemployed. By June 2021 there was 
some transition of both younger and older workers to informal employment and 
unemployment. More than 50% of older working-age women who were public sec-
tor wage workers in February 2020 changed their status by June 2021, ending up 
either formally employed in the private sector or economically inactive. Young 
Moroccans who had been unemployed in February 2020 seemed to fare worse over 
time, getting discouraged and exiting the labor force. As many as 86% of young 
men and 44% of young women who were unemployed as of February 2020 were 
still looking for a job in February 2021. By June of 2021, many young men accepted 
informal jobs while the majority of young women became economically inactive.

For Tunisia, Fig. 5.3d shows that a large share of workers who had been formal 
wage workers in the private sector in February 2020 transitioned to informality, and 
in the case of women to unemployment or inactivity. Moreover, large shares of 
women, especially older adults, who had changed their status, became 
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Fig. 5.3 (a) Employment status transitions from Feb 2020 to Feb 2021, Jordan, by age and sex. 
(b) Employment status transitions from Feb 2020 to Feb 2021, Egypt, by age and sex. (c) 
Employment status transitions from Feb 2020 to Feb 2021, Morocco, by age and sex. (d) 
Employment status transitions from Feb 2020 to Feb 2021, Tunisia, by age and sex
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economically inactive by February 2021, confirming the lingering effect of the pan-
demic on female workers.

Factors Contributing to Workers’ Adverse Outcomes
In light of the employment shocks and transitions observed across different groups 
and countries, we next assess the factors affecting them. Table 5.1 reports the results 
of multinomial logistic models of labor-market experiences, controlling for lagged 
pre-pandemic status. Groups of columns per country—columns 1–3 for Egypt, 4–6 
for Jordan, 7–9 for Morocco, and 10–12 for Tunisia—report on the multinomial 
logits of workers’ experience of no impact, lost pay/hours, or a layoff, respectively. 
The results confirm that the stringency regime had the expected negative effect on 
workers’ experiencing “no adverse impact” and an aggravating effect on those expe-
riencing lost hours/pay or a layoff. Young adults were more prone to losing hours/
pay or being laid off even under less stringent COVID regimes (except in Morocco), 
but the effect changed signs when their youth status is interacted with the stringency 
regime, an indication of collinearity of the two variables and the difficulty of esti-
mating their effects separately. Women’s prospects did not differ from men’s, but 
their prospect of experiencing no adverse impact fell compared to men under strin-
gent COVID regimes. Mothers with pre-school children were less likely to not see 
any adverse impacts, and more likely to lose their jobs (in all countries but Morocco). 
The effect of having school-age children is inconclusive.

Other covariates provide interesting, for the most part expected, results: higher 
levels of education and of job experience appear to protect workers from the most 
adverse impacts including layoffs (except in Jordan for the case of work experi-
ence). Being married apparently does not affect workers’ prospects. Workers’ pre- 
existing vulnerability is related negatively with their odds of escaping adverse 
impacts, and positively with their odds of being laid off.

Table 5.2 reports the results of multinomial logistic models of workers’ employ-
ment outcomes: employed, unemployed and searching, and economically inactive. 
COVID regime stringency is confirmed to have a negative effect on workers’ 
employment chances, and a positive effect on their odds of staying unemployed 
(with the prospects of remaining inactive being inconclusive). Young adults have a 
lower risk of being employed, and a higher risk of remaining unemployed and 
searching, regardless of the degree of COVID regime stringency, but the effects 
disappear or are overturned under tighter COVID stringency. Women have lower 
odds of being employed than men, but this effect disappears when accounting for 
tighter stringency regimes. Workers’ education is associated positively with employ-
ment prospects and negatively with the prospect of becoming inactive (except in 
Tunisia). Workers’ potential work experience is associated positively with becom-
ing inactive, and negatively with the prospect of remaining unemployed and job- 
searching. This is consistent with younger workers of both sexes striving to remain 
active, while older workers, particularly females, becoming discouraged.

Tables 5.3 and 5.4 report on similar specifications using five values for the 
categorical dependent variable: Formal; informal in establishments; informal out 
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of establishments; self-employed or unpaid, and non-employed. These results 
support those in Table 5.2, but are typically weaker because of the used up degrees 
of freedom.2 In any case, a number of covariates exhibit a systematic progression 
of coefficients across columns, providing some validation of the main results from 
Table 5.2. Policy stringency is associated negatively with job formality, or indeed 
with the different degrees of informality, and positively with remaining non- 
employed. Young adults have the expected negative effect on formality, and posi-
tive effect on being non-employed (except Tunisia). Coefficients on the female 
dummy—both standalone and in its interaction with stringency—are mixed, again 
failing to support the hypothesis about women’s adverse fate amid harsher phases 
of COVID.

In Tables 5.2, 5.3 and 5.4, workers’ estimated time-invariant probabilities of 
holding vulnerable employment statuses have unclear effects on current outcomes, 
but for the most part exhibit consistent signs and magnitudes of coefficients across 
categories of the dependent variable.

In sum, Tables 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4 corroborate several conjectures about the 
dynamics of workers’ employment statuses, but also fail to support other conjec-
tures. Workers’ pre-existing employment, or their estimated time-constant propen-
sity to hold each type, has the expected effect on workers’ outcomes. It shows a 
degree of state-dependence in workers’ vulnerable status, and the difficulty for 
workers to shake off vulnerability. The results show that young adults experience 
greater risks of adverse labor market shocks and outcomes, but we do not find evi-
dence that these effects become worse under stricter COVID conditions. The results 
for women are also mixed. Overall, the results highlight the disadvantaged status of 
young and female workers since pre-COVID times, and the importance of higher 
education for workers’ capacity to obtain and hold decent jobs.

Risks of Experiencing Adverse Labor Market Shocks
Using the results from Tables 5.1 and 5.2, Figs. 5.4 and 5.5 show the estimated prob-
abilities of the various labor market outcomes for young versus older workers and 
women versus men in the four countries, at different times during the pandemic. 
Specifically, each point shows the median probability in an age and sex group dur-
ing a week. Figure 5.4 validates the central findings from Table 5.1, partially con-
firming the conjectures on the fate of younger, female and other worker groups 
under COVID. Among Egyptians of both sexes, young adults had a substantially 
higher risk of remaining inactive and a lower risk of being employed than older 
workers, and the gaps increased in 2021 compared to 2020. Likewise, among 
Jordanians of both sexes, young adults had a higher risk of remaining unemployed 
(or inactive, for young females), and young men had a lower risk of being employed. 
In Morocco, young females had a higher risk of remaining inactive even though 
their respective risks of being employed cannot be ranked. In Tunis, young men had 
a lower risk of remaining employed in the second half of 2020 and particularly in 

2 The analysis in Table 5.1 was also performed with four categories of the dependent variable: no 
impact—lost pay—lost hours or suspension—terminated. The results are available on request.
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the first half of 2021. The outcomes of younger and older Tunisian women cannot 
be easily ranked.

Figure 5.5 shows the likelihoods of main employment outcomes for younger and 
older adults, and for women and men, across different phases of COVID. The pros-
pect of attaining employment differs in its level between women and men. By con-
trast, the gap in probabilities between young and older workers is lower: among 
both sexes in Egypt, older workers outperform young adults in their prospect of 
attaining employment and in being economically active. In Jordan, older men 
slightly outperform younger men with regards to their employment prospects, but 
they also have elevated risks of remaining unemployed in search of jobs. Young 
Jordanian women exhibit slightly higher probabilities of being active, either 
employed or job searching, and lower probabilities of being inactive. In Morocco 
and Tunisia, older males again outperform young ones in terms of employment 
prospects, but among women the outcomes cannot be easily ranked between 
age groups.

Sensitivity Tests
The model specifications applied here have great merit, but some pitfalls must be 
acknowledged. Here we briefly discuss the potential issues and results of selected 
alternative specifications.

Most saliently, while the majority of explanatory variables in the multinomial 
logit regressions are validated by joint (cross-column) exclusion tests, some of the 
AMEs in individual columns are insignificant individually, meaning that the effects 
could be of either sign for particular employment outcomes. One explanation for the 
weak results is the heterogeneity and relatively small size of the sample. For alterna-
tive specifications, we have evaluated models disaggregated along important demo-
graphic fault lines, separately for the two sexes or age groups, or separately for 
workers starting in formal, informal, and inactive employment statuses (Tansel and 
Ozdemir 2019). Interaction of education and experience with demographic indica-
tors was also considered. The problem with these alternative models is their lower 
degrees of freedom. They produced qualitatively similar but less significant results, 
generally corroborating the main specifications here.

Our means of controlling for panel dynamics—lagged worker status in Table 5.1, 
and workers’ time-constant predispositions for various outcomes—could also come 
under criticism for being non-traditional, and could be compared against alterna-
tives. Regressions controlling for lagged dependent variables or for individual fixed 
effects were estimated, but produced less consistent results (available on request) 
given the nature of the problem here. Namely: (1) the dependent variable does not 
change for a large share of workers in the limited time frame; (2) given the short 
time frame and a large cross section, individual-level fixed effects absorb too much 
of the limited variation in the dependent variable, while lagged dependent variable 
models exclude too many initial-period observations; and (3) multinomial logit with 
fixed effects is a computationally intensive, sensitive estimator.

Three, the joint use of time-invariant demographic variables, and sluggishly 
varying COVID stringency in regressions leads to some multicollinearity among 
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covariates, which affects the efficiency of their coefficients. Alternative sets of 
covariates and sample delineations were considered, but clearly this issue of proper 
measurement of the slowly evolving market conditions across different phases of 
the pandemic calls for further analysis.

Four, the validity of multinomial logits hinges on the property of “independence 
of irrelevant alternatives”—the ratio of probabilities of any two outcomes should be 
independent of the set of available alternatives. In the case of the models reported in 
Tables 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4, the Hausman specification tests fail to reject that the 
assumption holds, meaning that the results are not strongly systematically affected 
by the delineation of possible outcomes in the analysis.

5.5  Conclusion

This study investigated the impacts of the COVID pandemic and government 
responses to it on workers’ employment outcomes in a group of developing coun-
tries characterized by high levels of labor market informality and precariousness. 
Focusing on young workers and women in Arab countries, we confirm that these 
groups were disadvantaged even before the onset of the pandemic, and that stringent 
policy responses to the pandemic extracted a further heavy toll on their prospects for 
economic participation and decent employment. Whether they were affected more 
adversely or more lastingly than older workers and men is, however, unclear. As of 
June–August 2021, men’s employment prospects appeared to be recovering, among 
both younger and older cohorts. Women, on the other hand, continued witnessing 
stagnation of their employment prospects, being largely shunned by employers.

Differences were found across workers starting in different positions. In general, 
workers’ pre-pandemic status or predisposition for specific employment types had 
significant effects on their later experiences and outcomes. Informal workers were 
seen to exit the labor market in greater numbers than formal workers. Among eco-
nomically inactive workers, women faced an extreme risk of remaining inactive or 
unemployed, on the order of 95%, while the risk was somewhat lower, around 80%, 
among men. Meanwhile, formal private-sector workers—particularly from older 
cohorts, faced a distinctly lower risk of becoming inactive or unemployed, 
at 10–25%.

Experiences also differed across Arab countries. In terms of the risk of layoff, 
young workers of both sexes were highly disadvantaged in Egypt and Tunisia 
throughout the pandemic. In Jordan and Morocco, younger workers also faced 
somewhat elevated risks of experiencing lost pay/hours or being laid off compared 
to older workers. In Egypt and Jordan, women were at a greater risk than men to 
experience lost pay/hours, while the gaps were lower in Morocco and Tunisia. In 
fact, Tunisia saw fewer permanent layoffs, and less of exiting from the labor market 
among women.

Throughout the pandemic, younger male workers were less likely to be employed 
than older men in all four countries, while among women, only Egypt saw younger 
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women being disadvantaged compared to older women. In terms of their propensity 
to be economically active, only Egypt—unlike other countries—saw younger work-
ers of both sexes being less likely to be active than older workers. In Tunisia, the 
prospect of remaining employed was higher among older men, but so was the risk 
of being economically inactive, suggesting that their risk of remaining unemployed 
was lower than that of younger men.

In light of the differentiated trends faced by younger workers, an actionable 
policy- relevant question is: How should fresh graduates approach the labor market 
upon graduating? Should they accept the first informal employment offer in order to 
build their work experience, or should they hold off until decent employment oppor-
tunities present themselves? For women, the answer appears to be to accept infor-
mal employment, because historical evidence suggests that women starting in 
informal employment fare better down the line than those staying inactive. For male 
graduates this is less clear, and the recommendation may be, perversely, for them to 
hold off on accepting precarious work and stay “not in employment, education or 
training” (NEET), so as not to undermine their long-term career prospects. A brief 
spell of job-searching while unemployed or remaining NEET may allow them to get 
matched to better lifetime positions later on, perhaps because the time off serves as 
a signal of their latent qualities. Policymakers could help in facilitating better job 
matching by expanding the capacity of job centers, promoting education–industry 
coordination and re-skilling/upskilling of those done with formal education, and 
providing other information and material support to non-employed workers.

There is also a need to assist those most susceptible to career derailment, espe-
cially considering the longer-lasting COVID effects and other shocks that have 
arisen since the pandemic. Even before the onset of the pandemic, social protection 
programs and sectoral labor-market interventions provided valuable safety nets and 
helped to dampen informality in Arab countries, notably in Algeria, Egypt, Morocco 
and Tunisia (Kiaga and Leung 2020). The expansion of social protection that many 
Arab states undertook during the pandemic (like extending eligibility and benefits 
in Egypt’s Takaful) is believed to have contributed to alleviating workers’ hardships, 
and to the gradual recovery of their employment prospects. These efforts should 
now be maintained, regularized and further expanded for as long as the precarious 
labor market conditions prevail across the region.
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Chapter 6
The Effect of the COVID-19 Pandemic 
on Faculty Well-being: A Study 
of Academic Staff at Three Colleges  
in New York State

Catherine White Berheide , Megan A. Carpenter , and David A. Cotter 

6.1  Job Demands, Resources, and Well-being

The public health measures that countries enacted to mitigate the spread of 
COVID-19, including stay-at-home orders, masking, social distancing, and school 
and business closures, negatively affected their citizens’ well-being (Conroy et al. 
2021; Passavanti et al. 2021). These negative effects on well-being fell more heavily 
on specific groups (Zhou and Kan 2021), including the poor (Lewin et al. 2023), 
women (Borrescio-Higa and Valenzuela 2021), and parents (Heers and Lipps 2022). 
The effects may also have varied by occupation. The pandemic’s effect on faculty1 
well-being has not been adequately studied, despite the pressure they were under to 
adjust instructional delivery, salvage scholarly work, and increase service to address 
rapidly changing public health standards (Carpenter et al. 2021; Docka-Filipek and 
Stone 2021).

Nomaguchi and Milkie (2020, 199) defined well-being “broadly to include sub-
jective well-being (e.g., life satisfaction, life meaning, loneliness), emotional health 
(e.g., anger, guilt), mental health (e.g., depression, anxiety), and physical health.” 

1 In the United States, the members of the instructional staff who hold academic rank at an institu-
tion of higher education are called faculty. In some other countries, the people in these teaching 
positions are called academic staff. We use the terms faculty and academic staff interchangeably.
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This study focuses on one specific measure of each of these four dimensions of 
well-being. We operationalized subjective well-being as satisfaction with work-life 
balance, emotional health as feeling used up, mental health as depression, and phys-
ical health as sleep problems.

6.1.1  Job Demands-Resources Theory

A job demands-resources model has become common in research on workplace 
well-being (Demerouti and Bakker 2023; Watanabe and Falci 2016). Such models 
have attempted to account for the demands placed upon workers and the resources 
that workers had to address the demands, both of which can be psychological, orga-
nizational, temporal, or physical. In general, theoretical arguments and empirical 
findings have suggested that work settings that provided more resources than job 
demands or those where the ratio of resources to demands was balanced resulted in 
greater worker well-being (Bakker et  al. 2023). Notably, during a crisis like 
COVID-19, not only must the demands and resources of the particular job and indi-
vidual incumbent be considered, but organizational contexts and external demands 
and resources, especially family ones, also need to be taken into account (Demerouti 
and Bakker 2023).

When applied to academic workplaces, job demands-resources models have pre-
dicted various work outcomes, including work-life balance, exhaustion, and turn-
over (Naidoo-Chetty and du Plessis 2021; Watanabe and Falci 2016). The purpose 
of this research is to examine mechanisms leading to greater faculty well-being. 
Specifically, we examine the extent to which demands and resources can explain 
differences in work-life balance satisfaction, feeling used up, depression, and sleep 
problems in the first few months of the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, we 
expected that because women and parents experienced more demands at home, they 
would report less work-life balance satisfaction, feeling used up more often, more 
depression symptoms, and more frequent sleep problems than men and those who 
were not actively taking care of children at home during the shutdown in the spring 
and summer of 2020. We also expected that the more teaching and research resources 
(i.e., time, space, and concentration) a faculty member had and the fewer demands 
at work (e.g., emotional labor) and at home (e.g., housework responsibility) would 
be associated with more work-life balance satisfaction, feeling used up less often, 
fewer depression symptoms, and less frequent sleep problems.

6.1.2  Gendered Institutions: Higher Education and Family

The ideal worker norm that has organized managerial and professional work, such 
as that of a professor, has assumed that a worker can devote himself to a full-time, 
life-long job, unencumbered by responsibilities outside of work because someone 
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else takes care of his personal and family’s needs (Acker 1990, 2006). Gendered 
family and workplace arrangements usually have made it easier for men and harder 
for women to combine work and family. When their work and family lives have not 
aligned, people have experienced work-family conflict, which is a particular form of 
role conflict where the demands of work interfere with an individual’s ability to 
meet the demands of family (Berheide and Anderson-Hanley 2012; Jacobs and 
Winslow 2004). The demands of work (e.g., number of hours worked) and the 
demands of home (e.g., caregiving responsibilities) have been the primary sources 
of work-family conflict, which can have a negative effect on employees’ well-being 
(Odle-Dusseau et al. 2013; Walsh 2013). Odle-Dusseau et al. (2013, 27) argued that 
“creating an organizational culture that supports employees in both their work and 
family roles is important for employee well-being.”

Parsons and Priola (2013) observed that higher education has been structured for 
workers with families supporting their careers, specifically for men with stay-at- 
home wives. As more women have become the primary or co-breadwinner in their 
families in the last few decades, these traditionally gendered workplace and family 
arrangements have created conflicts for workers, increasingly for men as well as 
women (Hill et  al. 2014; Lundquist et  al. 2012), including professors who have 
often struggled to align their work and family lives (Berheide and Anderson-Hanley 
2012; Berheide et al. 2022b). Competing demands from workplace and home have 
created conflicts for academic staff with women faculty reporting greater work and 
family conflict than men (Berheide and Anderson-Hanley 2012; Berheide 
et al. 2022b).

6.1.3  Well-being During the COVID-19 Pandemic

6.1.3.1  Subjective Well-being During the COVID-19 Pandemic: 
Work- Life Balance Satisfaction

In this research, we argue that the pandemic occurred in workplaces and families 
with preexisting gendered divisions of labor. The pandemic exacerbated disadvan-
tages employed parents faced (Collins et  al. 2021) and reinforced the traditional 
gendered division of labor among US parents while upsetting it for Australian par-
ents (Ruppanner et al. 2021). In a national survey of parents with children under the 
age of 18, Patrick et al. (2020) reported that the pandemic disrupted the childcare 
arrangements of parents with children from birth to five and six to twelve (39% and 
23% respectively) more than those with teenagers (8%). School and daycare clo-
sures led to many US mothers dropping out of the labor force to take care of their 
children and supervise remote learning. Mothers were also four to five times more 
likely than fathers to reduce work hours to care for children (Collins et al. 2021). 
Academic women also spent more time on childcare, including facilitating their 
children’s distance learning, than academic men (Burk et  al. 2021; Carpenter 
et al. 2021).

6 The Effect of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Faculty Well-being: A Study of Academic…



138

While some research (e.g., Burk et al. 2021; Kotini-Shah et al. 2022; Weyandt 
et al. 2020) has explored the effect of the pandemic on work-life balance at research 
universities, academic staff at predominantly undergraduate institutions have rarely 
been studied, although they did constitute about a quarter of Docka-Filipek and 
Stone’s sample (2021). This chapter seeks to remedy this gap by analyzing survey 
data from professors at three colleges. Compared to university faculty, academic 
staff at colleges in the United States have lower research expectations and higher 
teaching and service demands (Wolf-Wendel and Ward 2006).

6.1.3.2  Emotional Health During the COVID-19 Pandemic: 
Feeling Used up

The second form of well-being is emotional health, which Petcu et al. (2023, 6) 
defined as “the ability to generate positive thoughts and to adapt when faced with 
adversity and stress.” According to Shen and Slater (2021), most academic staff 
in Northern Ireland reported poor emotional well-being during the COVID-19 
pandemic with stress accounting for about one quarter of the variance in it (see 
also Winfield and Paris 2022). Eubank et  al. (2023) concluded that faculty 
reported increasing levels of stress, helplessness, and negative self-efficacy 
across the course of the pandemic from the spring of 2020 to the spring of 2021. 
Kotini-Shah et al. (2022) found that this elevated stress spanned both home and 
work and was particularly pronounced among pre-tenure women with young 
children.

Kotini-Shah et al.’s (2022) study of health sciences faculty revealed high levels 
of work stress among 73% of respondents and high levels of home stress among 
60%. Their latent class analysis identified two clusters of academic staff with high 
stress both at work and at home: a group most likely to be pre-tenure women faculty 
with young children at home and the second a group characterized by women who 
were tenured associate professors with children at home. A third cluster, which was 
more likely to consist of tenured full professors who were men without young chil-
dren, exhibited moderate work stress and lower home stress. The final cluster of 
academic staff who exhibited low work- and home-related stress was mostly made 
up of men without children in visiting and lecturer positions.

Work and personal life demands have long varied by career stage for academic 
staff. The years immediately following receipt of the doctorate have been critical for 
launching one’s career and for starting a family. This overlap between the prime 
childbearing and working years may negatively affect the well-being of faculty who 
want to combine a career with a family. Assistant and associate professors (who 
were more likely to have young children) have faced greater pressures to demon-
strate high levels of productivity and skill in these domains than full professors as 
tenure and promotion have depended on it. Pre-pandemic, full professors, who no 
longer face promotion-related demands, reported less work-life conflict (Catano 
et al. 2010) and occupational stress (Meng and Wang 2018) than either assistant or 
associate professors did while assistant professors typically experienced more 
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emotional exhaustion than other faculty (Sabagh et al. 2018). During the pandemic, 
full professors engaged in less emotional labor than assistant and associate profes-
sors did (Berheide et al. 2022a).

6.1.3.3  Mental Health During the COVID-19 Pandemic: Depression

According to a World Health Organization report (WHO 2022), global rates of 
depression increased in the first year of the pandemic as a result of social isolation, 
financial hardship, contracting the virus, fear of contracting the virus, grieving the 
deaths of friends and family, exhaustion, and loneliness. Countries with the highest 
COVID-19 transmission and mortality rates, such as the United States, incurred the 
greatest increases in psychological distress (Olff et al. 2021). The little scholarship 
analyzing the pandemic’s effect on faculty mental health has suggested academic 
staff experienced worsened mental health (Docka-Filipek and Stone 2021; Ozamiz- 
Etxebarria et al. 2021; Weyandt et al. 2020).

Pre-pandemic, the prevalence of depression was estimated to be twice as high 
among women than men (Brody et al. 2018; Kuehner 2017). The gender difference 
in work-life conflict has been one factor that has contributed to this disparate mental 
health outcome (Hammarström et al. 2009). By most accounts, the pandemic has 
exacerbated the depression gender gap (Borrescio-Higa and Valenzuela 2021). 
However, it is unclear whether this gap widened among academic staff during the 
lockdown. While some research has found no gender differences in depression 
symptoms among faculty during the pandemic (Ozamiz-Etxebarria et  al. 2021; 
Weyandt et al. 2020), other scholarship has reported gender differences, potentially 
as a consequence of the emotional labor expected of academic women at work and 
the emotion work expected of them in the home (Berheide et  al. 2022a; Docka- 
Filipek and Stone 2021).

Research on associations between parenthood and depression symptoms has 
been mixed; some reports showed negative mental health consequences (Helbig 
et al. 2006), some claimed distinct psychological benefits (Evenson and Simon 
2005), and others demonstrated no relationship (Bures et al. 2009). Pandemic era 
research, however, has shown parents experienced more depression symptoms 
during periods of social isolation as they were forced to care for and educate their 
children while also maintaining their paid worker roles (Xue and McMunn 2021). 
Among those who lost childcare because of the pandemic, 35% reported their 
mental health worsened (Patrick et  al. 2020). Parents who adapted by working 
less or shifting their schedule to accommodate childcare needs were more likely 
to experience psychological distress (Xue and McMunn 2021). According to 
Russell et al. (2020), while mothers were more likely to make these compromises 
to their work lives, fathers tended to experience greater increases in psychological 
distress if they decreased their work hours because of increased childcare respon-
sibilities. Though mothers may have done more childcare during the pandemic, 
fathers may have had a harder time adjusting to increased caregiving demands 
than mothers.

6 The Effect of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Faculty Well-being: A Study of Academic…
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6.1.3.4  Physical Health During the COVID-19 Pandemic: Sleep Problems

Our fourth measure of well-being, sleep quality, represents one component of physi-
cal well-being. During the pandemic, rates of acute and chronic insomnia increased, 
as sleep quality decreased (Lin et al. 2021). Ruppanner et al. (2021) found that the 
pandemic negatively affected the quality of sleep for mothers, but not fathers, in the 
United States and for fathers, not mothers, in Australia. Among health sciences faculty 
at an urban research university in the United States, those who held the rank of either 
assistant or associate professor, were women, and had high work and home stress 
were especially likely to experience sleep disturbance during the pandemic (Kotini-
Shah et al. 2022). The increase in sleep disturbance is particularly problematic as it is 
both a symptom of depression and a factor in its development (Harvey et al. 2011).

6.2  Data and Methods

6.2.1  Research Context

The three undergraduate institutions from which we drew the present study’s sam-
ple are predominately white selective private liberal arts colleges in New York State. 
The three have similar sized student bodies (2100 to 2700 undergraduates), faculties 
(165 to 217), and small classes. They expect more scholarly productivity and less 
teaching (the equivalent of 18 semester hours per year) than most undergraduate 
institutions in the United States, while their shared governance systems make high 
service demands on faculty.

While the three colleges were very similar, there were several crucial differences. 
First, one of the colleges (Garnet2) used a trimester schedule, which meant that the 
transition to remote learning in March 2020 occurred at the end of the winter term 
for this college, but mid-semester for the other two (Scarlet and Cyan). It conducted 
the entire spring term online. All three colleges were fully remote from mid-March 
to the end of the 2019–2020 academic year. The campuses were closed to nearly all 
students, faculty, and staff until later in the summer of 2020.

We conducted this study between May and September 2020. Two of the three 
schools’ institutional review boards approved this study, and the third institution’s 
did not require additional approval. We asked the associate deans of faculty to dis-
tribute the study’s recruitment email with the link to the electronic survey to their 
faculty. To be eligible, participants must have been employed by one of three col-
leges in a tenure-stream position.

Upon obtaining their consent, the survey instrument prompted respondents to 
complete a series of self-report measures about their position as a faculty member, 
the impact of the pandemic on their work and home life, familial responsibilities, 
mental health, and demographic data. As an incentive, we offered participants the 
option to enter a raffle for an iPad Pro.

2 We substituted pseudonyms for the names of colleges.
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Table 6.1 Participant demographics (N = 204)

n(or M) % (or SD) N

Age, M (SD) 49.7 10.7 181
Gender, n (%) 194
   • Cisgender women and gender non-conforming 104 53.6
   • Cisgender men 90 46.4
Race, n (%) 197
   • White 165 83.8
   • Black, Hispanic, Asian and other 32 16.2
Children, n (%) 168
   • Any children 0–12 61 36.3
   • Any children 13–18 39 23.2
Rank, n (%) 204
   • Assistant professor 44 21.6
   • Associate professor 75 36.8
   • Full professor 85 41.7
Tenure-status, n (%) 204
   • Tenure track, not yet tenured 43 21.1
   • Tenured 161 78.9
Marital status, n (%) 186
   • Single (never married) 17 9.1
   • Married 152 81.7
   • Widowed/separated/divorced 17 9.2
Sexual orientation, n (%) 187
   • Straight 166 88.8
   • Lesbian, gay, bisexual+ 21 11.2

Note. When we had fewer than five respondents in a category, we collapsed it into a broader demo-
graphic group to protect participant confidentiality, which resulted in four collapsed identity 
groups: cisgender women with gender non-conforming; Black, Hispanic, Asian, and other; wid-
owed, separated, and divorced; and lesbian, gay, bisexual and other sexual orientations

As Table 6.1 shows, 204 participants responded. The average age was 50 years 
old (SD = 10.70). Eleven percent of the respondents identified themselves as les-
bian, gay, bisexual, or another sexual orientation that is not heterosexual.

6.2.2  Well-being Measures

6.2.2.1  Work-Life Balance Satisfaction

To measure subjective well-being, we assessed participants’ work-life balance sat-
isfaction during the pandemic (e.g., “Since COVID-19, how satisfied are you with 
the balance between your professional and personal life?”). Participants rated their 
response on a six-point Likert scale from one (very dissatisfied) to six (very satis-
fied). As Table 6.2 shows, on average, participants were somewhat dissatisfied with 
work-life balance during the pandemic (M = 3.19, SD = 1.51).

6 The Effect of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Faculty Well-being: A Study of Academic…
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6.2.2.2  Feeling Used up

To measure emotional health, we used one item from the General Social Survey 
Quality of Working Life Module. This item asked, “How often during the past 
month have you felt used up at the end of the day?” Response options ranged from 
one (never) to five (very often). The mean (4.13, SD = 0.96) revealed that on average 
respondents often felt used up.

6.2.2.3  Depression

To measure mental health, we used the seven-item depression subscale of the 
Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (Lovibond and Lovibond 1995). We instructed 
participants to indicate how much each statement applied to them over the course of 
the past week (e.g., “I found it difficult to work up the initiative to do things”). 
Responses ranged from zero (did not apply to me at all) to three (applied to me very 
much or most of the time). Following standard scoring procedures for this diagnos-
tic tool, we summed the seven items and then multiplied the sum by two, creating a 
range of 0 to 42 (M = 12.62, SD = 8.93). Recommended cut-off scores for depres-
sion diagnostic categories were: normal (0–9), mild (10–13), moderate (14–20), 
severe (21–27), and extremely severe (28+). Over half (58%) of the respondents 
scored high enough to meet the standard for at least mild depression (10+) and 
almost 10% met the criterion for extremely severe depression (28+). Internal con-
sistency for this measure was high, α = .92.

6.2.2.4  Sleep Problems

To measure physical health, we used one item from the Patient Health Questionnaire 
(PHQ-9) to assess the quality of participants’ sleep (Kroenke et al. 2001). The sur-
vey asked participants “over the last 2 weeks, how often have you been bothered by 
trouble falling or staying asleep, or sleeping too much?” Response options ranged 
from zero (not at all) to three (nearly every day). The mean (M = 1.20, SD = 1.03) 
indicated the respondents experienced several days of sleep problems in the last 
2 weeks.

6.2.3  Demand Measures

6.2.3.1  Gender

We asked participants to indicate their gender identity from a list of options. Fewer 
than five faculty identified as gender non-conforming. To retain as much of the 
sample as possible, we chose to include the gender non-conforming faculty in the 
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same category as cisgender women. We coded cisgender women and gender non- 
conforming faculty as zero and cisgender men as one, thereby creating a dummy 
variable for gender that contrasted all other genders to the dominant category—cis-
gender men. Slightly more than half (54%) identified as cisgender women or gender 
non-conforming.

6.2.3.2  Race

We asked participants to select all racial/ethnic identities that applied to them from 
a list and to type in any additional identities not on the list. Given the small number 
of Black, Hispanic, Asian, or other faculty and the need to protect participant confi-
dentiality, we collapsed race/ethnic identity groups into two categories: Black, 
Hispanic, Asian, or other (coded as zero) and white (coded as one). Most academic 
staff identified as white (84%).

6.2.3.3  Parents of Children at Home

We separated children who lived in the respondent’s home into two dummy vari-
ables, one for children 0 to 12 and the other for teenagers 13 to 18. The referent 
category were respondents who did not have minor children living at home. While 
just under half (48%) had no children at home at the beginning of the pandemic, 
36% had children 12 or under, 23% had teenagers, and 7% had children in both age 
categories living with them.

6.2.3.4  Other Care

Those caring for others (not children or partners) either inside or outside the home 
were coded as one; those with no other caregiving responsibilities were coded as 
zero. Just over a quarter (26%) of the academic staff reported caring for someone 
other than their partner or children, such as a parent or friend.

6.2.3.5  Housework Responsibility

We measured the division of household labor by assessing five core household 
tasks, specifically cooking, washing dishes, grocery shopping, cleaning, and doing 
the laundry. To avoid a time bias, we did not ask how much time people spent on 
these tasks but rather who was most responsible for these tasks during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Response options included: “neither of us do this task or this question is 
not applicable” (coded missing), “my significant other/partner always performs this 
task” (coded 1), “my significant other/partner usually performs this task” (coded 2), 
“we both share this task equally” (coded 3), “I am usually the one to perform this 
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task” (coded 4), and “I am always the one to perform this task” (coded 5). We com-
puted the mean score across the number of the five tasks that the respondent reported 
were done in their household. The 24 respondents who did not live with a significant 
other in the spring 2020 were coded as 5, that is as always the one to perform the 
task. The mean (3.48, SD = 0.82) denoted that the respondent was slightly more 
responsible for these core household tasks.

6.2.3.6  On Leave During the Onset of the Pandemic

During the shutdown, 11% (21) of the faculty respondents were on some type of 
leave, usually a sabbatical leave, and therefore not teaching. Those who were on 
leave were coded as one, and those who were teaching in spring 2020 were coded 
as zero.

6.2.3.7  Emotional Labor

We assessed emotional labor demands with a series of six questions adapted from 
El-Alayli et al. (2018). These six items measured whether faculty felt that they had 
to adjust their feelings when interacting with students (four items: e.g., “I was 
required to be ‘artificially enthusiastic’ to students”) as well as whether they felt 
they had to help students deal with their emotions (two items: e.g., “I spent a lot of 
time helping students deal with stresses and difficulties”). Participants responded on 
a Likert-scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicated 
more emotional labor. The emotional labor index had high reliability (α = .72). On 
average, academic staff neither agreed nor disagreed with these six statements about 
emotional labor demands (M = 3.23, SD = 0.84).

6.2.3.8  Scholarly Productivity

To measure the demands of scholarship, we asked respondents, “To what extent 
have you been able to accomplish your scholarship and/or creative work during the 
COVID-19 pandemic?” The response options were −2 (I have been a lot less pro-
ductive than before COVID-19), −1 (I have been a little less productive than before 
COVID-19), 0 (I have been about as productive as before COVID-19), 1 (I have 
been a little more productive than before COVID-19), and 2 (I have been a lot more 
productive than before COVID-19). A higher score indicated greater success in 
meeting demands for scholarly productivity. The mean (−1.26, SD = 0.92) denoted, 
however, that academic staff reported being a little less productive as scholars than 
before COVID-19.
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6.2.3.9  Worked More

We measured changes in work schedule demands with the question: “In comparison 
to a typical pre-pandemic academic year, which of the following is true for the 
changes you made to your work schedule during the 2020–2021 academic year?” 
The response options ranged from one (I worked significantly less) to five (I worked 
significantly more) with a mean of 3.97 (SD = 1.26), revealing that on average fac-
ulty reported working slightly more each week following the switch to remote 
learning during the spring 2020 term.

6.2.4  Resource Measures

6.2.4.1  Lived with Significant Other

We created a dummy variable for whether the respondent was living with a signifi-
cant other at least part-time during the beginning of the pandemic. Those who were 
living with a significant other (86%) were coded as one, those who were not were 
coded as zero. Almost 82% were married.

6.2.4.2  College of Employment

We created two dummy variables, one for the college on the trimester system 
(Garnet, 38%) and one for one of the two colleges that switched to remote instruc-
tion midway through the spring semester (Scarlet, 20%). The referent category was 
the third college (Cyan, 42%).

6.2.4.3  Tenured

We coded pre-tenure faculty as zero and those with tenure (79%) as one.

6.2.4.4  Full Professor

We asked participants to indicate their current rank. We coded assistant and associ-
ate professors as zero and full professors as one. Forty-two percent held the rank of 
full professor.
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6.2.4.5  Teaching and Research Resources

To operationalize teaching and research resources, we asked six questions about 
whether faculty were able to dedicate “enough time” and “appropriate space” as 
well as whether they had “trouble concentrating” on teaching and research (e.g., “I 
have been able to dedicate enough time to my teaching”), reflecting material, tem-
poral, and cognitive resources faculty felt they could deploy. The responses were a 
five-point Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” After reverse- 
coding responses for the two concentration questions, we averaged the responses 
across the six items, with a high level of reliability (α = .77). A higher score indi-
cated that a faculty member reported having more time, space, and ability to con-
centrate for work. The mean of 2.57 (SD = 0.81) denoted that academic staff were 
slightly more likely to disagree that they had enough resources for their teaching 
and research.

6.2.5  Missing Data

A missing value analysis indicated 75% of cases had no missing data and another 
5% only had missing data on one variable. Sixteen of the twenty variables had miss-
ing data. Little’s Missing Completely at Random analysis was significant χ2 
(63) = 97.76, p = .003, indicating that the data were not missing completely at ran-
dom. For example, all missing depression scores were from academic staff without 
any children 12 and under; six from cisgender men and two from cisgender women. 
Similarly, all seven missing values for sleep (five from cisgender men, two from 
cisgender women) stemmed from faculty without any children 12 and under. We 
replaced missing data with the grand mean.

6.2.6  Analysis Plan

We analyzed the survey data using IBM SPSS Version 28. First, we conducted 
descriptive and bivariate analyses (see Tables 6.1 and 6.2). Then, we ran ordinary 
least squares regressions to identify the significant predictors for the four mea-
sures of well-being (see Table  6.3). We performed collinearity diagnostics and 
found that no VIF value was greater than 2.20, indicating that there was no 
multicollinearity.
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6.3  Results

6.3.1  Relationships Among the Four Measures of Well-being

As Table 6.2 presents, the four measures of well-being were significantly corre-
lated with each other. Work-life balance satisfaction was negatively correlated 
with feeling used up (r = −.44, p <  .001), the number of depressive symptoms 
(r = −.35, p <  .001), and the frequency of sleep problems (r = −.35, p <  .001). 
Feeling used up, depression, and sleep problems were all positively correlated 
with each other.

6.3.2  Do Demands and Resources Significantly Affect 
Well-being?

As Table 6.3 shows, the only measure of well-being that gender and parental status 
predicted was work-life balance satisfaction. In contrast, teaching and research 
resources predicted all four measures of well-being, emotional labor demands pre-
dicted all of them except for work-life balance satisfaction, and working more dur-
ing the pandemic than pre-pandemic predicted all of them except for depression. 
For three of the four well-being measures, teaching and research resources was the 
most powerful predictor, specifically for work-life balance satisfaction (ß = 0.42, 
p < .001), feeling used up (ß = −0.39, p < .001), and depression (ß = −0.24, p = .005). 
In contrast, for sleep problems, working more time had a stronger effect (ß = 0.20, 
p = .008) than resources (ß = −0.16, p = .05).

The predictors explained almost half of the variance in work-life balance satis-
faction (Adj R2 = .47, p < .001). In particular, parents of children 0 to 12 and faculty 
reporting working more hours during the pandemic than pre-pandemic reported less 
work-life balance satisfaction. Cisgender men, parents of teenagers, faculty work-
ing at Garnet College (the college that started a new term with the switch to remote 
instruction), faculty reporting more teaching and research resources, and those 
reporting greater scholarly productivity were more satisfied with their work-life 
balance.

The predictors explained a little less than a third of the variance in feeling used 
up (Adj R2 = .31, p < .001). Academic staff who reported having more teaching and 
research resources felt used up less often. In contrast, those who performed more 
emotional labor and who worked more hours during the pandemic than pre- 
pandemic felt used up more often.

The predictors explained less than one-fifth of the variance in depression (Adj 
R2 = .14, p < .001). Faculty on leave during the spring of 2020 scored almost six 
points higher on the 42-point depression index. For every additional point higher on 
the emotional labor index a faculty member scored, they were a little more than two 
points higher on the depression index. The more teaching and research resources 
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faculty reported having, the lower their score on the depression index was by almost 
three points for each additional point on the resources index.

The predictors explained 14% of the variance in frequency of sleep problems 
(Adj R2 = .14, p < .001). Caring for others (other than children or partner) inside or 
outside of the home predicted more frequent sleep problems as did performing more 
emotional labor and working more hours than pre-pandemic. Having more teaching 
and research resources and more scholarly productivity reduced the frequency of 
sleep problems.

6.4  Discussion

During the beginning of the pandemic in 2020, women faculty, parents of children 
from birth to 12, and faculty whose work hours had increased reported less work- 
life balance satisfaction. Almost 40% of the respondents were actively parenting 
children 12 and under when New York State shut down in March 2020. The pres-
ence of young children at home made it even more difficult for academic staff to get 
their jobs done during the shutdown. These results were consistent with those from 
a Swiss sample of the general population, which found that women and those with 
young children were especially overwhelmed by their increased responsibility for 
supervising their children during the pandemic (Heers and Lipps 2022). The pan-
demic disrupted whatever alignment academic staff had managed to achieve previ-
ously between their professional lives and their personal lives. This disruption to 
work-life balance fell most heavily on parents of younger children, especially 
women. In contrast, faculty without young children at home, particularly men, 
expressed higher levels of work-life balance satisfaction during the pandemic, prob-
ably because they were better able to work without interruption. In fact, about 10% 
reported they could get more work done during the pandemic shutdown because 
they spent less time on the normal interruptions of academic life—committee meet-
ings, a student or colleague dropping by, etc. (see Carpenter et al. 2021). From the 
perspective of a job demands-resources model, the pandemic lowered at least some 
of the demands for this small subset of faculty. For most, though, a deficit of time, 
space, and concentration resources for their teaching and scholarship made the 
increased pandemic-related demands worse.

That 58% of the respondents reported enough symptoms to be categorized as 
experiencing at least mild depression raises important concerns about faculty men-
tal health. Work-life balance dissatisfaction may be an important triggering factor 
for acute depression symptoms and as such should be considered when implement-
ing mental health interventions for academic staff. In addition, sleep problems were 
significantly correlated with depression.

While the disruption to work-life balance was gendered, feeling used up, depres-
sion, and the frequency of sleep problems were not. Academic staff experiencing 
long-term sleep problems may be an especially important group to provide treat-
ment to, as they may be more likely to develop chronic depression symptoms.
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Gender has often been cited as a predictor of depression. Pre-pandemic estimates 
indicated that the prevalence of depression was twice as high among cisgender 
women as cisgender men (Brody et  al. 2018; Kuehner 2017). There are several 
potential explanations for why the present study did not find a gender difference in 
this measure of well-being. First, it is difficult to ascertain whether college faculty 
ever demonstrated a gender difference in depression prevalence. It could be that col-
lege faculty are a unique population with mental health outcomes that differ from the 
general population. Faculty teaching in higher education have often reported strug-
gling with work-life balance (Berheide et al. 2022b), overwork (Kinman and Wray 
2014), work-related stress (Shen and Slater 2021), and burnout (Sabagh et al. 2018), 
all of which were associated with increased risk of depression. These work- related 
predictors of depression may have eclipsed any potential gender differences.

Alternatively, it may be that college faculty do typically show a gender difference 
in depression, but pandemic-related stressors may have closed this gap. For exam-
ple, it may be the case that cisgender women faculty maintained their pre-pandemic 
rates of depression but cisgender men faculty experienced an increase during this 
time, especially cisgender men with young children, who suddenly found them-
selves taking on more childcare responsibilities as a result of school closures. 
Lending some support for this latter explanation, cisgender men with young chil-
dren in our sample reported similar rates of depression to cisgender women both 
with and without young children. Unfortunately, we did not have large-scale empiri-
cal estimates of mental health outcomes for college faculty pre-pandemic, making 
it difficult to determine whether the lack of gender differences was a function of the 
pandemic itself or simply the typical pattern among this specific population.

Finally, although this lack of a relationship between depression and gender is 
inconsistent with some of the existing research on depression among academic staff 
during the pandemic, including Docka-Filipek and Stone’s (2021) research with 
faculty, it is consistent with research conducted by Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al. (2021) 
and Weyandt et al. (2020), which also found no gender differences in depression 
symptoms among faculty. Given the often debilitating effects of depression, institu-
tions of higher education should attend to the physical health, emotional health, 
mental health, and subjective well-being of their academic staff, indeed we would 
argue of their entire staff.

6.4.1  Limitations

Though the present study contributes to the growing body of literature on the con-
sequences of the pandemic for well-being, it is not without limitations. We con-
ducted this research with academic staff employed by three highly-ranked colleges, 
which differed in several meaningful ways from other types of higher education 
institutions in the US as well as globally with respect to resources as well as teach-
ing, advising, and scholarly productivity demands. In addition, this study took place 
during the beginning of the pandemic in a part of the US that was hard hit early on. 
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This period covered the summer months when most academic staff normally would 
have been on vacation or engaged in their scholarship. Instead, many performed 
substantial amounts of pandemic-related service and course preparation for the fall 
semester. Despite these limitations, the current research is one of very few studies 
exploring the well-being of academic staff, and even fewer still exploring the effect 
of the pandemic on faculty well-being.

6.4.2  Future Directions

Future research must examine faculty well-being during times not defined by a 
global public health crisis. Institutions of higher education should track the long- 
term effects of pandemic-related challenges on faculty well-being, especially given 
the potential for negative effects on tenure and promotion cases as well as intentions 
to quit. These findings provide a snapshot into how the early stages of the pandemic 
affected the well-being of a relatively privileged group of workers. Future research 
needs to assess the long-term effects of the pandemic on the well-being of all work-
ers, especially ones who did not hold secure jobs in a country of the global north 
that allowed them to work remotely.

6.5  Conclusion

The pandemic occurred in a gendered world, one where gendered organizations, 
especially workplaces and families, made it particularly easy for the challenges it 
created to fall most heavily on women and on parents of young children. Pre- existing 
gendered divisions of labor expected women to resume their traditional responsibil-
ity for the care of children even if it meant dropping out of the labor force. Employers 
all too often continued to expect workers to do their jobs, even remotely, without 
interruptions from children who were at home rather than in school or daycare. As a 
result, the pandemic exacerbated existing gender inequalities and worsened what 
little work-life alignment parents had achieved prior to the pandemic. While all 
three colleges gave untenured faculty the option to delay going up for tenure, that 
policy may not be enough to address the way differences in demands and resources 
affected faculty productivity. Among the select group of workers we studied, women 
and parents experienced greater decline in their subjective well-being, specifically 
their work-life balance satisfaction, during the lockdown.

These results raise the question of whether the decline in the subjective well- 
being of women and parents occurred simply because of their gender and the age of 
their children or whether it occurred because they were women and parents navigat-
ing the challenges of a pandemic within gendered organizations structured in ways 
that did not take into account the responsibilities of women and parents. Cisgender 
men and faculty without young children reported having more teaching and research 
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resources as well as greater success in meeting scholarly productivity demands than 
cisgender women and parents.

These gendered organizations made it easy for one of the pandemic’s biggest 
disruptions to fall on women and parents. As the world thinks about how to prepare 
for the possibility of future pandemics, it needs to consider how to restructure orga-
nizations, specifically how to degender families and workplaces, to better accom-
modate the needs of women and parents. Otherwise, both groups will continue to be 
at greater risk for declines in their well-being during any future pandemic than men 
and non-parents. To improve faculty well-being, colleges and universities also need 
to ensure they have sufficient resources to meet the demands of the job and that jobs 
demands, such as emotional labor, do not fall disproportionately on those faculty 
with the fewest resources.
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Chapter 7
Limited Social Contact at Work During 
the COVID-19 Pandemic and Shift 
Worker’s Health and Well-being

Regina Skiba, Eileen McNeely, and Dorota Weziak-Bialowolska

7.1  Introduction

There are various types of work that require personal attendance. Shift work is con-
ducted in enterprises where it is necessary to ensure the continuity of the production 
process. Work in which workers are assigned to “rotating” around-the-clock shifts 
(e.g. from morning to afternoon/evening to night shift; Messenger 2018) is present 
in many professions and occupations (Sweileh 2022). According to available data 
shift work in Europe is performed by about 20% of employees aged between 15 and 
64  years (Eurostat 2023). In 2004 17.7%, almost 29 million employees in the 
EU-27, and in Poland almost 3.5 million (Eurostat 2014). Other data shows that in 
2015, 21% of workers in Europe were shift workers (Eurofound 2017).
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7.1.1  Negative Effects of Shift Work

Work performed under specific conditions can have negative effects on health and 
various other domains of workers’ lives. Many reviewed studies suggested that shift 
work, as work performed in rotation cycle shifts day and at night (Messenger 2018) 
might have serious adverse effects on physical health, well-being, and social and 
family life (Eurofound 2007). Night shifts cause circadian rhythm desynchroniza-
tion, lack of sleep and fatigue (Leso et al. 2021). Shift work might have an impact 
on metabolism, and also could be a risk factor for diabetes, although the evidence is 
not conclusive (Szosland 2010). Working shifts outside daytime hours can have 
potential consequences for shift workers’ mental health. Shift workers, particularly 
women, are at increased risk for poor mental health, especially depressive symp-
toms (Sweileh 2022; Torquati et  al. 2019). Among shift workers, adverse health 
behaviors (unhealthy lifestyle habits) are also reported. Shift work can result in a 
low-quality diet and irregular eating patterns, increased smoking and poor sleep 
patterns (Nea et al. 2015). Some studies report a connection between shift or night-
work and pathological consumption of alcohol consumption in different profes-
sions. The reasons for this can be self-medication of sleep problems or coping with 
stress and psychosocial problems typical for shift work (Richter et al. 2021). Social 
network, social engagement and stress are also indicated as potential mediators of 
disease in shift workers (Knutsson 2003). Building a social life is much more diffi-
cult when most activities are arranged according to the day-oriented rhythms of the 
general population. Shift work can lead to social marginalization (Kim et al. 2016). 
Being a shift worker or having long working hours can have negative effects on 
marital relationships and parental roles (Costa and Folkard 2010).

7.1.2  Limited Contact Between Workers Because 
of COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID-19 disease contributed to changes in many different areas of our lives 
including work arrangements due to the pandemic restrictions. Recommendations 
and compliance with hygiene rules were implemented to prevent and manage the 
risk of COVID-19 infection in workplaces. It was necessary to reduce face-to-face 
contact between employees by changing the organization of work, for example by 
introducing remote work, shift work or rotational work in smaller teams and increas-
ing use of technology, implementation of safety procedures (like physical distanc-
ing) and personal protective equipment (wearing masks and workwear; ILO 2020). 
According to Polish regulations, the prophylactic measures applied at the workplace 
should take into account the applicable legal regulations aimed at preventing, coun-
teracting and reducing COVID-19, including restrictions and other rules of epi-
demic safety (Sejm Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej 2021). Thus, regardless of the 
generally applicable regulations, it is the employee’s duty to organize work in such 
a way as to reduce the likelihood of an employee contracting COVID-19 as much as 
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possible (Kancelaria Sejmu 2023). For this study, the changes in the organization of 
work involved modifications implemented between 2019, 2020, and 2021.

The following analyses show temporal associations between the results of 
employee surveys collected before the implemented changes (2019) and during the 
ongoing mandatory of COVID-19 restrictions (2020, 2021) and shift workers’ 
health and well-being. The study focused on three research questions: Firstly, how 
does shift work impact on worker’s health and well-being during COVID-19? 
Secondly, do work-related changes in a Polish garment factory impact on health and 
well-being of the workers? Thirdly, which are the health and well-being difference 
between rotating shift workers and only day workers?

7.2  Methods

7.2.1  Data Source

This study is based on the Worker Well-being Survey (WWBS) (Weziak-Bialowolska 
et  al. 2020) which comprehensively assesses human flourishing at work and the 
state of working conditions conducted by a team of researchers from Harvard 
University’s School of Public Health (Węziak-Białowolska et al. 2019). The con-
cept of human flourishing encompasses five essential elements: strong social con-
nections, both physical and mental health, happiness and life satisfaction, character 
and virtue, and meaning and purpose. The primary goal of this study is to measure 
and monitor participants’ subjective well-being across workplace, medical, educa-
tional, and governmental settings using the researchers’ flourishing index (Lee et al. 
2021). The WWBS questionnaire focused on individual health and well-being, sup-
portive relationships, and a set of self-reported work performance outcomes, such as 
self-reported work injuries, work quality, absenteeism, job satisfaction and work 
engagement (Weziak-Bialowolska et al. 2020).

The WWBS was tested on a sample of over 13,000 garment workers in China, 
Cambodia, Mexico, Sri Lanka, Poland and the United States and of over 5500 office 
and manufacturing employees of two Fortune 500 manufacturing companies in the 
U.S. For this study data from Poland was selected.

7.2.2  Participants and Sample Size

Data were collected from 660 garment industry workers from Poland in three waves: 
in 2019 before the COVID-19 pandemic, in 2020 and in 2021 during the spread of 
the coronavirus. All employees aged at least 18 years of age were eligible to partici-
pate in the survey. All participants provided their written informed consent prior to 
enrollment in the study. The data collection protocols (with respect to both survey 
and organization) were reviewed and approved by Harvard T. H. Chan School of 
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Public Health Institutional Review Board. More details on the sample and the study 
can be found in other published articles (Bialowolski et al. 2020; Lee et al. 2021; 
Weziak-Bialowolska et al. 2021a).

Only cases with information on shift work were included in the analysis (626), 
and therefore, 37 cases with no information were excluded from further analyses. 
The main analysis excludes only night workers (6) and office workers (27) leaving 
only the observations of factory floor employees (590). Table  7.1 presents the 
sociodemographic characteristics of the participants. Workers, who participated in 
the survey, had more than 10 years job tenure (76.9%), were mostly women (69.7%) 
and married (75.9%), with upper secondary (73.6%) or first-stage tertiary education 
(19.2%). Almost 60% of participants work on both day and night shifts (shift 
workers).

7.2.3  Measures and Variable Specification

7.2.3.1  Assessment of the Independent Variable

The WWBS survey questionnaire includes questions about the job type including 
“What is your usual work schedule/shift?” The answer categories were: “I work 
during the day,” “I work at night,” “Both”. The category “Both” represents shift 
workers performing their duties on day and night rotations. Since there were only 
six participants in the group, who worked only nights, this category was excluded 
from the analysis.

7.2.3.2  Assessment of the Dependent Variables

The set of 26 variables chosen for this analysis corresponds to previous studies on 
shift workers described in the introduction part in the domain of (1) general health, 
(2) physical health (3) mental health, (4) well-being, (5) family life, (6) social rela-
tionships, (7) work-life balance and (8) adverse health behaviors.

Domain 1: General Health
Two questions about general health were selected: “How would you rate your gen-
eral health?” (1 = poor to 5 = excellent; for the purpose of the analysis, the scale was 
inverted; Ware and Sherbourne 1992). “During the past 30 days, for about how 
many days did poor physical health or mental health keep you from doing your 
usual activities, such as taking care of yourself, work, or leisure?” (0–30; Moriarty 
et al. 2003).

Domain 2: Physical Health
The following physical health outcomes were examined by questions about self-
rated physical health (0 = poor to 10 = excellent; Vanderweele 2017): number of 
days of poor physical health during the past 30 days (0–30 days; Moriarty et al. 
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Table 7.1 Characteristics of participants-garment industry workers from Poland

Characteristic
Total (N = 590) 
%

Day workers 
(N = 241) %

Shift workers 
(N = 349) %

What is your usual work 
schedule/shift?

100 40.9 59.2

Sociodemographic factors
Gender
Male 30.3 33.2 28.4
Female 69.7 66.8 71.6
Age
Below 30 6.3 10.0 3.7
30–39 26.8 28.6 25.8
40–49 47.5 43.5 49.6
50–59 18.6 16.2 20.6
60+ 0.8 1.7 0.3
Education
Primary school 4.2 4.3 4.2
Lower secondary school 3.5 3.8 3.3
High school 73.9 66.7 78.9
College 8.3 9.4 7.5
University 10.1 15.8 6.1
Job tenure
Up to 10 years 23.0 24.1 22.3
More than 10 years 77.0 75.9 77.7
Marital status
Married 75.8 73.9 77.1
Widowed 3.0 1.8 3.8
Divorced 7.1 7.8 6.6
Separated 0.7 0.9 0.6
Single, never married 8.4 10.1 7.2
Non-married partner 5.0 5.5 4.7
Having children under the age of 18 years old
0 38.2 38.9 37.8
1 33.0 32.4 33.4
2 25.6 24.1 26.6
3+ 3.2 4.6 2.2
Taking care of an elderly
0 60.5 58.4 61.9
1 27.4 29.4 26.1
2 9.6 8.9 10.1
3+ 2.5 3.3 1.9

Source: Worker Well-being Survey (WWBS), Poland (Weziak-Bialowolska et al. 2020)
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2003), number of days of impairing pain during the past 30 days (0–30; Moriarty 
et al. 2003), number of days with poor physical health or mental health, henceforth 
referred to as disability days (0–30). The measurement of scales listed above was 
included in the flourishing index (Vanderweele 2017) adapted from the set of 
healthy days questions of the Health-Related Quality of Life instrument (Moriarty 
et al. 2003). Questions about feeling at work pain and tiredness (1 = never to 4 = all 
the time) were included in the domain of physical health (Van Katwyk et al. 2000).

Domain 3: Mental Health
Two categories are included: mental health (“How would you rate the health of your 
mind (mental health)?” 0 = poor to 10 = excellent; flourishing index, Vanderweele 
2017), and number of days of poor mental health (“Now thinking about your mental 
health, which includes stress, depression, and problems with emotions, for how 
many days during the past 30 days was your mental health not good?” 0–30; 
Moriarty et al. 2003).

Domain 4: Well-being
This domain focuses on the assessment of life satisfaction (“Overall, how satisfied 
(content) are you with your life these days?” 0 = not at all satisfied to 10 = extremely 
satisfied; Vanderweele 2017; Weziak-Bialowolska et al. 2021b), and the frequency 
of experiencing emotions such as sadness, depression, stress, and tiredness (“How 
often did you feel the following at work yesterday (or the last day you worked) on a 
scale of 1=never to 4=all the time?” Watson and Clark 1988; for the purpose of the 
analysis, the scale was inverted). All indices are included in the flourishing index 
(Vanderweele 2017).

Domain 5: Family Life
Family life domain was measured using a single question: “Please tell us how much 
you agree with the following: Demands of my job interfere with my home life” (on 
a scale of 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree; Netemeyer et al. 1996; flour-
ishing index, Vanderweele 2017).

Domain 6: Social Relationships
Participant’s reported about their relationships outside the workplace, such as gen-
eral overall satisfaction with relationships (on a scale of 0 = strongly disagree to 
10 = strongly agree; Vanderweele 2017), the satisfaction with friend relations (on a 
scale of 0 = strongly disagree to 10 = strongly agree; Vanderweele 2017), availabil-
ity of neighbor’s help (“Do you have neighbors who can help you when you need 
them?” 0 = no, 1 = yes, 2 = not sure; the last category has been excluded from analy-
ses; Keyes 1998) and also how often they feel lonely (on a scale of 1 = never, to 
4 = all the time; Goodman et al. 2016; Vanderweele 2017).

Domain 7: Work Life
For the work-related domain, the following questions from the flourishing index 
(Vanderweele 2017) were selected: having friends at work (“Some of my coworkers 
are personal friends”), availability of coworkers’ support (“I can depend on my 
coworkers for help”), feeling part of a team (“I feel part of a team at work”). 
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Responses were provided using a 4-point Likert scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 
4 = strongly agree). For the final question, supervisor help (“My supervisor is help-
ful”) the Likert scale ranged from 1 = never to 4 = all the time. These measurements 
are an adapted version of the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS; Watson 
and Clark 1988) referring to the work domain from the Job-Related Affective Well- 
Being Scale (Van Katwyk et al. 2000).

Domain 8: Adverse Health Behaviors
As shift work is associated with higher risk of non-healthy behaviors such as heavy 
drinking, smoking and poor sleep patterns (Nea et al. 2015), the three following 
questions from the survey were included in the analysis: “In general, how many 
days per week do you drink alcoholic beverages, such as wine, beer or liquor?” 
(0–7; Vanderweele 2017), “Do you currently smoke tobacco or cigarettes?” (0 = no, 
1 = yes; Vanderweele 2017), and “During the past 30 days, how many days did you 
not get enough rest or sleep?” (0–30; Moriarty et  al. 2003; Vanderweele 2017). 
Table 7.2 presents the distribution by frequency of all outcomes’ characteristics in 
the baseline wave (2019).

Table 7.2 Distribution of outcome characteristics at baseline wave (2019) of participants-garment 
industry workers from Poland

Outcomes

Total (N = 590)
Day workers 
(N = 241)

Shift workers 
(N = 349)

% Mean (SD) %
Mean 
(SD) %

Mean 
(SD)

General health
General health rate (1–5) 2.87 (0.89) 2.86 

(0.88)
2.87 
(0.88)

Disability days (0–30) 3.51 (5.36) 3.10 
(5.01)

3.80 
(5.58)

Physical health
Physical health rate (0–10) 6.61 (1.87) 6.59 

(1.78)
6.63 
(1.93)

Days of poor physical health 
(0–30)

5.66 
(7.018)

5.49 
(7.16)

5.78 
(6.91)

Feeling pain at work (1–4) 2.38 (0.84) 2.35 
(0.83)

2.40 
(0.84)

Fatigue (1–4) 2.65 (0.71) 2.62 
(0.71)

2.67 
(0.71)

Mental health
Mental health rate (0–10) 7.18 (2.16) 7.25 

(2.15)
7.13 
(2.17)

Days of poor mental health 
(0–30)

5.73 (7.32) 5.54 
(7.01)

5.85 
(7.53)

(continued)
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Table 7.2 (continued)

Outcomes

Total (N = 590)
Day workers 
(N = 241)

Shift workers 
(N = 349)

% Mean (SD) %
Mean 
(SD) %

Mean 
(SD)

Well-being:
Life satisfaction (1–10) 7.08 (1.86) 7.13 

(1.94)
7.05 
(1.81)

Sad (1–4) 2.09 (0.67) 2.13 
(0.64)

2.21 
(0.68)

Depressed (1–4) 2.05 (0.70) 2.05 
(0.71)

2.13 
(0.74)

Stressed (1–4) 2.37 (0.80) 2.48 
(0.78)

2.50 
(0.80)

Tired (1–4) 2.73 (0.73) 2.63 
(0.69)

2.80 
(0.72)

Family life:
Work-family conflict (1–4) 2.01 (0.65) 2.01 

(0.38)
2.00 
(0.59)

Social relationships:
Neighbor help
Yes 75.69 73.06 82.07
No 13.81 13.70 17.93
Loneliness (1–4) 1.69 (0.72) 1.75 

(0.76)
1.66 
(0.70)

Friendship satisfaction (1–10) 7.17 (2.09) 7.45 
(2.09)

7.50 
(2.02)

Relationship satisfaction (1–10) 7.49 (2.02) 7.16 
(2.08)

7.17 
(2.11)

Work life
Friends at work (1–4) 2.78 (0.80) 2.78 

(0.81)
2.77 
(0.80)

Coworkers support (1–4) 2.91 (0.55) 2.93 
(0.55)

2.90 
(0.55)

Feel as a part of a team (1–4) 2.99 (0.67) 3.00 
(0.68)

2.98 
(0.66)

Supervisor help (1–4) 3.06 (0.69) 3.08 
(0.67)

3.05 
(0.70)

Behavioral lifestyle:
Drinking alcohol 0.83 (1.30) 0.90 

(1.40)
0.77 
(1.22)

Smoking
Yes 24.22 23.74 24.54
No 75.78 76.26 75.46
Days of no sleep days (0–30) 9.26 (7.99) 9.39 

(8.18)
9.15 
(7.88)

Notes: SD = standard deviation
Source: Worker Well-being Survey (WWBS), Poland (Weziak-Bialowolska et al. 2020)
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7.2.4  Covariates

Covariates included the following sociodemographic characteristics: participant 
age, gender, and highest educational attainment (response categories presented in 
Table 7.1). All models were controlled for prior sociodemographic variables and 
baseline values of all outcome variables simultaneously (to limit the risk of reverse 
causation and residual confounding).

7.2.5  Statistical Analysis

Data from three-time points (2019, 2020 and 2021) were used. All 26 outcomes were 
included in the analysis from each of the three waves of the survey. Covariates and 
information about type of shift were mainly taken from 2019 but the missing values 
(for age, gender and type of shift) were completed by available values, marked by 
the respondent from another database’s wave. To account for missing other covariate 
variables, outcomes and exposure variables the multiple imputations were applied 
using chained equations (with ten sets of imputed data) (White et al. 2011).

In order to represent a multivariate data table, summary indices, principal com-
ponent analysis (PCA) with orthogonal varimax rotation were used. PCA allows for 
synthesis of multiple variables (indicators) with a single result (new variables as 
linear combinations of multivariate set) specific to each studied dimension (Sagan 
2003). Prospective associations between shift work and each of the eight domains 
were examined using generalized estimating equations. In order to create indexes 
with the direction of a consistent value, some variables were recoded from the origi-
nal scales.

Three sets of analyses were conducted to measure prospective associations 
between work-related changes implemented in the Polish garment factory during 
the COVID-19 pandemic and shift worker’s health and well-being. First, we mea-
sured the association between shift work in 2019 and subsequent outcomes in 2020. 
Second, the associations between shiftwork in 2020 and outcomes in 2021 were 
examined. Finally, the 2-year lag was considered and associations between shift 
work in 2019 and outcomes in 2021 were also analyzed. All models were controlled 
for participant demographics: age, gender, educational attainment. Each model was 
also adjusted for the prior values of the 26 outcome variables, all simultaneously in 
each regression model, and for the prior value of the exposure variable. Statistical 
analyses were performed using Stata-SE—Standard Edition 17.

7.3  Results

In this study, the associations between eight domains of life and shiftwork were 
examined. The data presented in Table 7.3 show a time comparison of the results of 
the linear regression models examining the associations between shift work and 
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Table 7.3 Associations between shift work and eight domains of life

Statistics

2019–2020 2020–2021 2019–2021

β
CI
p-value

β
CI
p-value

β
CI
p-value

General healtha 0.02
(−0.322–0.403)
0.826

0.20
(0.0481–0.846)
0.028***

0.07
(−0.176–0.474)
0.367

Physical healtha 0.22
(0.122–0.776)
0.008***

0.06
(−0.293–0.552)
0.543

0.10
(−0.0746–0.489)
0.148

Mental healtha 0.057
(−0.176–0.399)
0.444

0.18
(0.0294–0.712)
0.034***

0.12
(−0.0576–0.507)
0.118

Well-beingb 3.67
(−1.240–1.630)
0.091

−0.09
(−0.514–0.136)
0.251

−0.08
(−0.520–0.189)
0.355

Family lifea 0.17
(−0.00338–0.405)
0.0539

0.08
(−0.108–0.278)
0.382

0.07
(−0.105–0.271)
0.385

Social relationshipsb −0.10
(−0.611–0.213)
0.339

−0.23
(−0.875–0.003)
0.048***

−0.11
(−0.578–0.171)
0.283

Work lifeb −0.07
(−0.444–0.143)
0.313

−0.01
(−0.403–0.343)
0.873

−0.05
(−0.409–0.218)
0.548

Adverse health behaviorsb −0.01
(−0.392–0.329)
0.863

−0.21
(−0.833–0.009)
0.055

−0.09
(−0.544–0.167)
0.296

Notes:β the standardized effect size, CI = 95% confidence interval, 0 = day shift, 1 = shift work, 
***p < 0.05
aThe higher score show poorer assessment
bThe higher score show positive assessment
Sample size: 2019: N = 590, 2020: N = 156, 2021: N = 195.
Source: Worker Well-being Survey (WWBS), Poland (Weziak-Bialowolska et al. 2020)

general health, physical health, mental health, wellbeing, family life, social rela-
tionships, work life and adverse health behaviors.

The findings indicate that between 2020 and 2021 shift workers rated poorer 
their general health (𝛽=0.20, 95% CI  =  0.0481/0.846, p  =  0.028), mental health 
(𝛽=0.18, 95% CI = 0.0294/0.712, p = 0.034), and social relationships (𝛽 = −0.23, 
95% CI = −0.875/−0.003, p = 0.048). Comparing data collected in 2019 and 2020, 
shift workers rated worse their physical health (𝛽=0.22, 95% CI  =  0.122/0.776, 
p = 0.008). In a 2-year perspective between 2019 and 2021 no statistically signifi-
cant association could be observed.

Longitudinal study at three time points can show us the difference between and 
during COVID-19 time. Based on a comparison of results on the same workers in 
the different time over time we can assume that the COVID-19 pandemic time 
(2020, 2021) has a negative impact on shift workers’ general health and mental 
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health. This study conducted at three distinct time points can provide insights into 
the variations before, during, and after the COVID-19 pandemic. By comparing the 
results of the same group of workers across these different time periods, we can 
infer that the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly in the years 2020 and 2021, has 
adversely affected the overall health and mental well-being of shift workers. 
Moreover, workers evaluated their social relationships as worsening during that 
time. Results differ between shift workers and only day workers. When comparing 
self-reported health measures of those working only day shifts and those working 
rotating shifts, COVID-19 appears to have a negative impact on shift worker’s health.

7.4  Discussion and Conclusion

Shift work as a job performed in unfavorable conditions due to disruption of day 
and night rhythms could be associated with negative consequences. The results of 
previous research indicate that shift work has a negative impact on workers’ physi-
cal health, mental health, well-being, family life, social relationships (Eurofound 
2007), work-life balance (Costa and Folkard 2010) and health behaviors (Nea et al. 
2015). In this particular data analysis, the statistically significant differences 
between day workers and shift workers are prospectively noticeable only in some of 
the aforementioned aspects. This may be due to the fact that shift workers adapt to 
shift working conditions (Postnova et  al. 2013) and the negative influence may 
depend on workers’ tolerance to shift work (Costa 2003; Nachreiner 1998). 
COVID-19 may change habits and may have influenced the changes shown in 
results presented here. The results of the analysis show that for shift workers, the 
pandemic and the changes implemented due to the pandemic led to more difficulties 
in the domains of general health, mental health, and social relationships. When 
explaining the changing results over time, differences can be seen when COVID- 
related restrictions were applied. Before the pandemic between 2019 and 2020, 
rotating shift workers rated their physical health as being poorer compared to day 
shift workers. The shift workers in the surveyed factory are mainly manual workers. 
Physical work can be associated with experiencing physical health problems. 
Working conditions for blue-collar workers were improved at the factory after the 
first wave of the WWBS. The factory introduced physical activities for workers dur-
ing work time, and associations between shift work and worse physical health in the 
following year were not noticeable. Between 2020 and 2021 the results for shift 
workers in the domains of self-assessed general health, mental health and social 
relationship satisfaction were noticeably worse than those of other workers. The 
associations between shift work and mental health during 2019 and 2020 were not 
noticeable in 2021. In 2020, all factory workers faced the introduction of new 
restrictions consistent with the guidelines at the national level that, in particular, 
limited the possibility of contact (GIP 2020). Other COVID-19 studies reported that 
physical distancing could have increased mental health problems (Fischer et  al. 
2020; Li Duan 2020; Hamouche 2021) and that social disconnection can cause 
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feelings of loneliness, which worsens mental health (Bowins 2021). Shift workers 
at the factory, as shown in this study experienced limited social relationships. In the 
survey, in open-ended questions, some workers provided their subjective impres-
sions that production workers felt “isolated” from office workers: “Contact between 
office and production workers is limited,” “Office workers isolate themselves from 
production workers” (Source: open-ended questions in WWBS, translated citation). 
Thus, the COVID-19 situation may not only have been reflected in a poorer assess-
ment of general health and social relationships but may have had further conse-
quences on self-esteem and mental health. For shift workers, sleep desynchronization 
may not be the only source of negative effects. The restrictions that were put in 
place to restrict social contact, however, due to the nature of their work, shift work-
ers have experienced similar constraints before the pandemic.

These results are consistent with the findings of other studies. Thus, the living, 
working, and COVID-19 e-survey (Eurofound-ETF 2022) findings show that 75% 
of respondents from the EU neighboring countries (aged between 18 and 44) were 
at risk of depression (Eurofound-ETF 2022). Problematically low levels of well- 
being were reported with pessimism, limited resilience, fatigue, and health risks, all 
likely exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic (Eurofound-ETF 2022). The epide-
miological situation has caused different stressors, including changes implemented 
at workplaces described in the Introduction section of this chapter, that could trigger 
negative effects.

Shift workers are a special group of employees, working under unfavorable con-
ditions due to the rotating time of work type and their social life can be limited 
because of that. Among shift workers there is a known the phenomenon called the 
social jetlag (Wittmann et al. 2006). According to the results of the study on shift 
work and social life, poor social networks and less social engagement are indicated 
as potential mediators of disease in shift workers (Knutsson 2003). Social isolation 
and lockdowns implemented to alleviate the epidemiological situation reduced con-
tacts in general and resulted in a reduced possibility of socializing during free time. 
Furthermore, changes implemented in the factory reduced social contact at work.

Work relationships are worth considering when organizing the work of shift 
workers. Connections at work can be especially important for shift workers who, 
outside of the work environment, may not have the opportunity to establish friendly 
relationships.

Happiness and well-being are important to people both in general and in the 
workplace, and have implications for mental and physical health (Fisher 2014). 
Moreover, how people are treated at work affects their health, well-being, perfor-
mance (McNeely 2020) and productivity (Węziak-Białowolska et al. 2019). Factors 
like support and the assistance of supervisors, and availability of favorable social 
areas (common areas like the cafeteria for the social activity of workers) must be 
taken into account when organizing workplace facilities in order to raise the condi-
tions that provide opportunities for work-related socialization. It is very important 
as other research indicates that social networks and positive relationships in general 
favorably affect health and well-being (Umberson and Karas Montez 2010).
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7.5  Future Studies

More studies are needed to examine the impact of work conditions including restric-
tions on direct contact of employees (e.g., extend the working time, reduction of 
shift groups, number of members of teams, the extension of working hours from 8 
to 12 h shifts). More longitudinal studies are needed to examine the implications of 
short-term social disconnection, especially if some negative outcomes could be 
reversible. Additionally, not every shift worker is affected by the negative effects of 
shift work. Although the present outcomes do not show the causality of imple-
mented specific restrictions, the background presented here suggests a direction for 
further research. Future studies on shift workers may include more questions about 
leisure activities, and diet, and deepen information on close relationships and rela-
tions at work. By observing the behaviors of shift workers that prevent the negative 
effects of shift work despite unfavorable conditions, we can create recommenda-
tions that will help with negative results in unfavorable circumstances for all types 
of workers.
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Chapter 8
The Pandemic Effects on Sociability 
and Well-being of Low-Income Adolescents 
in Mexico
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8.1  Introduction

The first responses to control the COVID-19 pandemic were social. In most parts of 
the world, governments implemented very similar measures of confinement, social 
distancing, and the suspension of many educational, commercial, and recreational 
activities, both in public and private spaces. Their consequences radically reconfig-
ured social life, transforming the dynamics and rhythm of our daily activities, as 
well as the most basic patterns of sociability that had previously structured our life 
in society. What have been the effects of these alterations in social life on people’s 
socio-emotional well-being?

This chapter specifically explores this relationship between sociability and socio- 
emotional well-being in adolescents from low-income sectors. In particular, the 
analysis focuses on the repercussions of confinement and the pandemic in general, 
on the relationships, interactions, and social ties of adolescents from lower social 
class background, and how this disruption of sociability patterns affected their 
socio-emotional well-being.

Adolescents’ experiences, conditions and perceptions of the pandemic and con-
finement have remained relatively invisible (Branquinho et al. 2020). On the one 
hand, they are not among the main risk groups (unlike the adult and elderly popula-
tion), and on the other hand, they enjoy a certain independence and autonomy that 
frees their families from their care (unlike young children). On many occasions and 
different countries, they have also been stigmatized by the media and public opinion 
(and even by some politicians) for their alleged irresponsibility and reluctance to 
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comply with the lockdown measures, blaming them for being active super-spreaders 
of the virus (Bengtsson et al. 2021a, 2021b; Mora Salas and Urbina 2021). This 
stigmatization has also contributed to silence the suffering of young people during 
the pandemic.

However, at the same time, this segment of the population has been particularly 
affected by measures of confinement and social distancing. The closure of schools, 
a central institution at this stage of life, radically disrupted the daily life and social 
life of adolescents, particularly in countries such as Mexico, where this measure 
lasted almost 2 years. The suspension of recreational activities in public and private 
spaces as well as the confinement at home with the rest of the family, had also severe 
implications in young people’ well-being. Interaction with peers and gaining inde-
pendence from adults are key dimensions for the development and psycho-social 
well-being of adolescents (Crosnoe and Johnson 2011).

Moreover, the effects of the pandemic have not been homogeneous throughout 
society as a whole: “the crisis has hit people who were already struggling the hard-
est” (OECD 2021a, 23). Its impact, both in terms of mortality (OECD 2021a) and 
socio-emotional well-being (Rose 2020), differed across multiple categories of 
inequality. Low-income sectors, for instance, have had to face confinement in con-
texts of social precariousness and economic limitations that further accentuate many 
of its consequences. The equipment and size of the home, the quality of electronic 
devices and internet access, the employment conditions, the characteristics of the 
neighborhood, or the disposition of financial savings have had unequal effects on 
the experience of confinement and its consequences.

Not only were the effects of the pandemic on adolescents and youth initially 
underestimated, it also silenced their voices. In an article entitled Hey, we also have 
something to say, Branquinho et al. (2020) highlight the importance of studies that 
capture young people’s concerns, needs and experiences of the lockdown as an 
important contribution to the design of social policies for the well-being of young 
people. This chapter is based on the analysis of some of the results obtained from a 
participatory-research on Adolescence and the COVID-19 Pandemic. Following the 
guidelines of the Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) young people were 
invited to be involved as co-researchers and thus, to co-create a research process 
driven by their lived experiences of the pandemic (Cook and Krueger-Henney 2017; 
Smith et al. 2021). Unlike other qualitative studies, we did not limit ourselves to con-
sulting and listening to young people’s experiences through surveys and/or inter-
views, but rather we proposed to a group of students from a secondary school located 
on the outskirts of the metropolitan area of Mexico City to be active collaborators in 
all stages of the research: (a) defining the research questions; (b) designing and imple-
menting tools of data collection; (c) and analyzing findings. They also collectively 
generated different audio-visual products of their own authorship and in their own 
languages to communicate and share their main findings with the public (Saraví 
et al. 2014).
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8.2  Adolescent Confinement and Well-being

From a comprehensive review of the literature on youth well-being, Helen Cahill 
(2015) concludes that there is a certain consensus in attributing a determining 
weight to the social, emotional, and relational aspects of well-being, thus defining a 
field of interest and analysis focused on the psycho-social elements of well-being. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has been a historical and global event whose conse-
quences are not limited to the medical and economic dimensions. Recent studies 
have begun to focus on the consequences of the pandemic itself, and on the mea-
sures of confinement and social distancing, on these psycho-social dimensions of 
well-being (in many cases under the concept of mental health). Most of these stud-
ies report a negative effect, with a generalized increase in psycho-emotional distress 
throughout the population but particularly among adolescents and young people. 
The World Health Organization (WHO) estimated that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
led to a 27.6% increase in cases of major depressive disorder and a 25.6% increase 
in cases of anxiety disorders (AD) worldwide during the first year of this global 
crisis (WHO 2022). According to this international study, females were more 
affected than males, and younger people, especially those aged 20–24 years, were 
more affected than older adults; additionally, it also mentions that many low- and 
middle-income countries were majorly affected.

Focusing on youth, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD 2021b), for example, reports available data from Belgium, France and the 
United States showing that the percentage of young people experiencing symptoms 
of anxiety and depression during the pandemic was more than double the percent-
age recorded before the onset of the COVID-19 crisis. These data not only suggest 
a very substantial increase in these conditions among young people due to the pan-
demic, but also show that this is a segment of the population that is particularly 
sensitive to the emotional distress caused by the lockdown: the level of prevalence 
of symptoms of “anxiety” and “depression” in young people in these same countries 
was found to be between 30% and 80% higher than in the general population 
(OECD 2021b). According to Marchini et al. (2021), data for Italy show that in this 
country there does not seem to be a higher prevalence of “fear” and “anxiety” 
among young people, but feelings of “loneliness” and “boredom” are evident.

Some studies on the subject seem to suggest that the factors associated with the 
pandemic that affect the well-being of adolescents and young people are mainly 
related to its social dimensions (Marchini et al. 2021; Panarese and Azzarita 2021). 
While in the adult population factors such as fear of contagion or death, economic 
difficulties or loss of employment are causes of discomfort, among adolescents the 
main causes are associated with disruptions in social life and daily routines. This 
coincides with Cahill’s (2015) observations regarding the determining weight of 
social and relational factors in adolescent well-being.

8 The Pandemic Effects on Sociability and Well-being of Low-Income Adolescents…
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In this regard, Panarese and Azzarita (2021) point out that it is very likely that 
school closures and physical distancing measures have had a very significant impact 
on young people, especially adolescents, due directly to the absence of face-to-
face interactions with peers, and indirectly to increased family stress. Branquinho 
et  al. (2020) citing a study in The Lancet also emphasize the possible negative 
effects of restricting face-to-face peer interactions on the emotional well-being of 
adolescents.

Other studies have drawn attention to the potential effect of the changes brought 
about by confinement on daily habits and routines. The temporality and rhythm of 
daily life were radically disrupted for adolescents, including the structure of leisure 
time (Bengtsson et al. 2021a, 2021b). Many of their daily activities lost temporal 
order and spatial differentiation (Aymerich-Franch 2020; OECD 2021b; Panarese 
and Azzarita 2021).

In Latin America, studies on these aspects are still very scarce, and most of them 
are surveys (self-applied by internet) conducted by international organizations or 
governmental agencies. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF 2022), for 
example, conducted a survey in 2020 with young people aged 13–29 years, and 
preliminary results show that the pandemic had a significant impact on the mental 
health of Latin American adolescents and young people. According to this regional 
survey, 27% of participants reported feelings of anxiety and 15% depression; almost 
half (46%) reported having less motivation to perform activities they usually enjoyed 
and 36% said they felt less motivated to perform their daily activities.

The Population Council together with the Government of Mexico (the Ministry 
of Welfare and the Ministry of Health) conducted a much more extensive survey in 
Mexico between November 2020 and February 2021, online and self-administered, 
with young people (15–24 years old) (Larrea-Schiavon et al. 2021). This survey is 
more comprehensive and methodologically rigorous than the one conducted by 
UNICEF. The results show that 40% presented moderate to severe symptoms of 
depression and 31% presented moderate to severe symptoms of anxiety. These per-
centages are more or less the same between young people (20 to 24 years old) and 
adolescents (15 to 19 years old), and between different socioeconomic strata, but 
show very significant differences between genders. Females presented symptoms of 
depression and anxiety in a much higher proportion than males (45% vs. 33% and 
36% vs. 25%, respectively); in the non-binary or other gender-identified population, 
the percentages with symptoms of both conditions were significantly higher (70% 
depression and 56% anxiety).

Beyond these and other surveys, and some journalistic reports that provide a 
descriptive overview of the situation, there are still very few studies in the region 
that analyze the relationship between confinement and these and other conditions of 
socio-emotional distress. It is important to consider that school closures in Latin 
American countries have been among the most extensive in the world. In Mexico, 
for example, the suspension of face-to-face classes began on March 19, 2020, and it 
was not until September–October 2021 that a gradual return to classrooms began (a 
few days a week) and only at some levels (at the end of 2021 the university was still 
without face-to-face classes). On the other hand, the deep socio-economic gaps 
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prevailing in the region (among the most unequal in the world) make the conditions 
and possibilities of confinement, education and work during the pandemic differ 
substantially among different sectors of the population (Oxfam 2021; Rose 2020). 
Undoubtedly, these aspects may have had an impact on the socio-emotional discom-
fort experienced by adolescents and young people.

8.3  Methods

The empirical information on which the analysis presented in this article is based 
comes mainly from a Youth Participatory Action Research whose fieldwork was 
conducted between the months of October 2020 and August 2021, that is, in the 
middle of the period of confinement and suspension of classes due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. In collaboration with a high school teacher from a school located in the 
municipality of Ciudad Nezahualcóyotl,1 we invited students from four different 
classrooms (of approximately 50 students each) to participate in a research project 
on the experience of the pandemic in adolescence; in other words, this chapter ana-
lyzes a rich corpus of empirical materials produced by “adolescents researching 
adolescents.”

After several introductory sessions, a total of 61 adolescents were voluntarily 
involved in this project; they were organized into 13 different work-teams. All of 
them were between 17 and 19 years old at the time, 25 boys (41%) and 36 girls 
(59%), and were in their last year of high school. To conduct their research, each 
team applied different techniques with their own classmates, or other friends and 
acquaintances between the ages of 15 and 19. These techniques included, among 
others, short surveys, recorded interviews, individual letters, personal diaries, or 
field notes about their own experiences of the pandemic, and photographs. Finally, 
each team produced a product in different languages expressing the results of their 
research; these products included videos, drama, podcasts, literature, photographic 
samples, and music, most of which were later edited into audiovisual format by the 
research team.2

Throughout this process the students were advised and trained in some basic 
skills regarding how to define a research problem, how to elaborate interview 
guides, survey questionnaires, and other information gathering techniques, and how 
to elaborate and edit their products. At the conclusion of each of these three stages, 
the teams shared with the project coordinators the results obtained, i.e.: (a) the 

1 Nezahualcóyotl is one of the most populated municipalities in Mexico, with a little more than 1.1 
million inhabitants. Its urbanization dates back to the 1960s and was a product of the popular pro-
cesses of informal urbanization typical of Latin America cities, associated with flows of internal 
migration (from the countryside and from Mexico City itself after the 1985 earthquake). It is cur-
rently a consolidated municipality but maintains its popular character.
2 These products can be viewed at: https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLYifbJ7Q5WQea17
mj911_xtuYGvzPc8- 5.
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definition and justification of their research problem; (b) the material obtained 
through the techniques applied; and (c) the adolescent-authored products. This 
methodological strategy made it possible to develop a qualitative research “on the 
pandemic during the pandemic,” which is absolutely exceptional in the context of 
the studies that are emerging and which are, due to the very limitations of the con-
text, mostly of a quantitative type through surveys (many of them by telephone or 
virtual).

This chapter is based on the analysis of all that empirical material, mainly the 
interviews, letters, diaries or field notes and some of the audio-visual products gen-
erated. Except for the latter, all of them (if not written) were transcribed and subse-
quently coded. This diversity of methods resulted in a very broad and rich set of 
qualitative materials that were analyzed from a sociological perspective treating 
“texts as a window into human experience” (Ryan and Bernard 2000, 769).

Finally, it should be noted that all the names of the adolescents mentioned in this 
article are fictitious in order to preserve their anonymity. The research was carried 
out with the authorization of the school, the collaboration as project co-coordinator 
of Mario Obispo Quezada, a teacher at the school, and the voluntary willingness of 
the adolescents themselves to participate and/or withdraw when they wished to do 
so. Since all the research was carried out during the confinement, there was no face- 
to- face interaction between the coordinators and the students at any time. In mid 
2022, once the confinement was over, we held a face-to-face meeting with the young 
co-researchers at the school. During this meeting, in addition to getting to know 
each other and sharing a lunch, we recorded a television program about the research 
project and its findings, which was later broadcast by a national channel. This was a 
source of social recognition and pride for the participating adolescents whose voices 
and experiences are seldom heard.

8.4  Changes in Adolescent Sociability During the Pandemic

Three main areas of adolescent sociability have been substantially affected by the 
pandemic and confinement: (a) peer relationships; (b) coexistence with family or 
household members; and (c) use of public space. In each of these spheres of social 
interaction, the adolescents identified significant changes, mostly (although not all) 
considered negative.

The suspension of face-to-face classes and their replacement by virtual modali-
ties of education is the issue that adolescents associate with the pandemic with most 
insistence and concern. The closure of schools in their traditional format is dis-
cussed in their empirical materials from multiple angles: the limitations in the 
teaching-learning process, the technological restrictions and inequalities it revealed, 
the disorganization of schools and administrators to adapt to the new situation, the 
limited skills of teachers to adapt to virtuality, and the excessive homework required 
of them, among many others. But among all these aspects, a particularly relevant 
one highlighted by adolescents is precisely the cancellation of a key space for inter-
action between peers.
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During the pandemic we have realized that relationships between friends have been affected 
due to the distance, because generally our social interaction was based on going to school 
and enjoying free time together. Now, we no longer see each other every day, with some 
luck every two months and in video calls that are not necessarily to see each other and talk 
about us, but were video calls for team work, which is quite stressful because we do not 
have the time we had to enjoy the company …, not even company at a distance (Team 6, 
several adolescents, justification of the research problem).

During this stage of the life course, school represents a fundamental space for 
encounters between peers and the construction of relationships of friendship, court-
ship, companionship, or casual interaction with an equivalent other. The school, 
even for the popular sectors, constitutes part of the institutionalization of adoles-
cence. In the previous quote, two interesting aspects emerge: one of them is the 
reference to free time “at” school and the other is the questioning of video calls or 
communication through social networks in general.

The mention of free time at school is a first piece of information that allows us to 
question a widespread common sense that contrasts school with free time. What the 
quote makes clear is that there is free time “in” school. And what is meant by this is 
not only the break periods between class-hours, but also the multiple and micro 
interstices located within strictly academic practices and which are also part of the 
school experience. Luis refers to them even more explicitly:

The virtual classes were a total disaster, and it is ugly because we missed the company of 
our friends, the relaxation we had, the jokes we made, the chatting among other things, little 
by little we were separating and people began to fall into depression, anxiety, because of the 
confinement … (Team 6, Luis, letter).

Chatting, jokes and relaxation are an essential part of adolescent sociability, and this 
is one of the aspects that the closing of schools has radically and abruptly cancelled. 
Virtuality seems unable to replace or replicate this aspect of sociability. Video calls 
on different platforms were initially exalted as the great solution and were overused 
throughout the pandemic. However, although they made it possible to replace—par-
tially—classes in their academic dimension, they have been unable to do the same 
with their social dimension: “they are not necessarily to see each other and talk 
about us” said the members of Team 6. Face-to-face schooling opens interstices for 
sociability that the efficiency of virtuality suppresses.

Technology has kept us in touch with our friends and classmates, however, obviously, it is 
not the same; now they send you a sticker saying: “virtual hug” and at the beginning it felt 
nice … how, from a distance, affection can still be shown, but, as expected, with time that 
would not be enough … I have not seen my friends, I have not seen my boyfriend, they are 
important people in my life and I feel very ugly in my chest because this stage [adoles-
cence] will end before the pandemic. We will all go our separate ways (Team 6, Ana Laura, 
letter).

Virtuality also suppresses another essential aspect of adolescent sociability: corpo-
reality. Corporeality, both in terms of physical presence in front of the other and 
physical contact with the other, is suppressed or at least strongly limited and dis-
rupted. If this aspect, directly linked to affectivity, is central to the human condition, 
it is decisive in adolescence due to its importance for adolescent psycho-social 
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development: in the construction of identity, affective bonds, subjectivation, body 
recognition, etcetera.

During these months, almost a year that the pandemic has lasted, it has been a Russian 
roulette of emotions for me, since the fact of being alone in my house every day is very 
frustrating, because I tend to be a person who loves to live with people, since I am too 
sociable and although there are social networks and I can talk through them with my friends, 
it is not the same as being with them physically (Team 10, Fernando, letter).

What happens to me the most is that I get bored, it is not the same to talk to a person face 
to face as it is to talk to a person through the screen of your cell phone or computer (Team 
11, Alejandra, field notes).

Once again, the difference generated by physical presence is noted. Not only is it not 
the same as virtual communication, but the absence of these spaces of sociability in 
which face-to-face interaction and corporeality come into play, has repercussions on 
feelings and moods such as boredom, loneliness and sometimes depression. At the 
same time, an aspect that also appears associated with confinement is the feeling of 
helplessness that adolescents often express as frustration. These feelings of discom-
fort and distress may explain the frequent transgressions of lockdown measures by 
youngsters, which were used by the public opinion in their stigmatization.

The other side of school closure and its replacement by distance learning has 
been an intensification of coexistence at home, mostly with other family members 
such as parents and siblings. As pointed out by the adolescents themselves, confine-
ment has meant a substantial change in terms of daily routines and family dynamics: 
the schedules and activities outside the home of all members of the household were 
altered, and in general terms were limited, which in turn implied new experiences 
(and negotiations) of coexistence. The imposed co-presence of the family for most 
of the day meant for many adolescents an unexpected situation with diverse 
repercussions.

In low-income sectors, working hours outside the home tend to be long. Distances 
and transfers in large urban conglomerates such as Mexico City also tend to take 
several hours, forcing people to leave very early in the morning and return very late 
in the evening. In other words, in the pre-pandemic daily life, family gatherings 
during the week were scarce for many households; but the lockdown changed this 
and imposed an intense coexistence. For some, as in the cases of Johanna and Ruby, 
this meant a rediscovery of family ties, and even a strengthening and improvement 
of the relationship and dialogue with parents, siblings or other members of the 
household.

Personally, I think I learned to live more with the people I live with, because before I was 
more antisocial, I didn’t talk to anyone, neither with my parents nor with my siblings, with 
anyone; so I think that to a certain extent I have learned to dialogue more with them, to work 
more on trust, and to communicate more (Team 5, Johanna, interview).

Well, yes, a little bit. With my grandmother I didn’t really talk much, and with this pan-
demic we’ve been able to communicate more with her …. With my mom it has always been 
like that, we have always been in 100% communication, she is my best friend as well …. 
And my siblings a little bit … the truth is that being united like that is not something we do, 
and sometimes there were fights and things like that (Team 5, Ruby, interview).
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But Ruby’s last quote subtly hints that such an intense coexistence can also have its 
negative nuances, especially for those who were not used to it. In another of the 
interviews conducted by Team 5, Naomi notes “I think what has affected me the 
most [from confinement] has been intolerance”; and then adds in the same vein as 
Ruby did:

Well, I think it’s because of being with the same people all year long and not being able to 
go out or see other people … it’s like so much living together overwhelmed me. Being 
cooped up for so long, there are times when living so much together overwhelms you … 
because there are fights and many things … (Team 5, Naomi, interview).

The intensification of coexistence can trigger boredom and stress, but also conflicts. 
In this regard, we must take into account two other elements that contribute to gives 
certain specificity to our target population; I am referring to the social condition and 
the age condition. On the one hand, the precariousness of the housing conditions of 
the popular sectors translates, among other characteristics, not only into situations 
of (more or less) overcrowding, but also into limitations in the availability of open, 
independent, and comfortable spaces.

These features of low-income housing accentuate encounters and interactions, 
constrain autonomy and privacy, increase reciprocal interference, and multiply the 
possibilities of conflict. Results of the survey conducted by the Population Council 
Mexico (2021) show that for 43.5% of young people aged 15 to 24 years it was 
“very stressful” to stay at home during the pandemic.3 However, beyond this high 
percentage in average, the differences according to the socio-economic level of 
households are especially relevant: while in households in the wealthiest quintile 
38% of young people said they felt “very stressed,” in households located in the 
lowest income quintile the percentage of “very stressed” young people was 52%. 
These results may be associated with the contrasting housing conditions of both 
groups (Population Council Mexico 2021).

The same Population Council survey shows that the high level of stress attributed 
to confinement is slightly higher among adolescents. Just as peer relationships 
become preeminent in adolescence, relationships with the family, especially with 
parents, also tend to be strained. The very process of subjectivation, that is, of posi-
tioning oneself in the world and recognizing oneself as an autonomous subject, 
implies a certain distancing from the close family, and the search for interaction 
with peers, but also with other adults. Home confinement with the nuclear family 
censored these possibilities.

We are going through a variety of mixed emotions: happy to sleep, stressed from homework 
and online classes, homework at home, yelling or fighting from our family members that 
make us frustrated, getting sad about not going out and seeing our friends, and even missing 
our school. (Team 11, several teens, justification of the research problem).

With my family I have had a rapprochement, but at the same time a distancing. Although I 
have been able to connect a little more with my family, but I do consider that the fact of 

3 For 18.1% it was “stressful,” for 26.6% “a little stressful” and only 11.7% said it was “not stress-
ful at all.”
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being daily seeing your family, living with them, there comes a time that like everything 
there is a limit, then as you have to be close there also comes a time when you have to think 
about yourself, that you will not always be comfortable with your own family, sometimes 
you need a moment where being alone is a good time; I do not know …. I don’t know … a 
rest more than anything, because it is very nice to have the support of your family, to have 
them living with you and everything, but there comes a time when the routine of it is also a 
little bit tiring. So it’s never a bad thing to withdraw a little bit from that family nucleus, 
even if it’s just for a day, and give yourself time (Team 4, Paul, interview).

Paul’s quote is eloquent regarding this need of adolescents for a relative distancing 
from the family, but also the demand for a space and time of intimacy and privacy. 
Without implying a rejection of the family, excessive cohabitation in small spaces 
can end up being perceived as harassment. Obviously, the negative connotations of 
this situation are accentuated in authoritarian families, conflictive environments, or 
homes where adolescents’ needs and interests are devalued or not recognized. It is 
also worth noting the numerous references made by adolescents to the loss of close 
family members, the stressful care of sick relatives in small spaces, economic hard-
ships and job losses in their families; all these factors also add tension to intrafamily 
relations.

A third dimension linked to changes in sociability that emerges from adoles-
cents’ experiences is the limited used of public space. While this aspect is directly 
related to the closure of schools that was one of the most important daily activities 
outside the home, it also refers to the alterations of what we could call “urban socia-
bility”: the use of public space and casual interaction with known and unknown people.

Many male adolescents involved in this research highlighted the closure of gyms, 
public spaces and other sports activities. Miguel notes: “I have felt desperate, since 
the pandemic has cancelled the games and the sport center, and that is where I spent 
part of my time outside of school” (Team 11, field notes). In many of the audio- 
visual products generated by the adolescents as part of this research project there are 
countless references to public spaces: empty streets, parks with closed areas and 
benches, street markets (tianguis) with few people, sports areas at night, public 
transportation, etc. showing the importance that lower-class youth attach to life in 
the city. These adolescents miss the possibility of privacy and the chance to get out 
of adult surveillance. Young people from lower social classes often find these oppor-
tunities in juvenile public spaces given the precariousness and small size of their 
residential spaces. Identity, aesthetics, languages, bodily affectivity are very often 
experienced in public spaces of youth sociability.

The cancellation of activities in public spaces led to a radical reconfiguration of 
their daily routines. But it is also linked to a feeling of being trapped in their homes, 
which is a cause of tedium, boredom and anxiety.

Sometimes I feel sad because I miss my classmates, I have also felt closed in because I feel 
that my days have become routine, every day I repeat the same thing (Team 11, Miguel, 
field notes).

I have felt closed in, I feel like I wasted time of my life, I felt sad on many occasions and I 
think the most important one is that I felt sad most of the time (Team 11, Alejandra, 
field notes).
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Miguel and Alejandra associate this disruption of daily routines, but above all the 
monotony and lack of sociability derived from confinement, with a feeling of sad-
ness. It is also important to dwell on what Alejandra expresses in the last quote; the 
idea that the pandemic meant “taking time away” from their lives. It seems to be 
about the suspension of a social-historical time that combines with the continuity of 
a chronological and biological time. The adolescents feel that adolescence itself 
escapes them without having lived it.

8.5  Sociability and Well-being in Adolescence

The pandemic and confinement meant a drastic change in the daily routines and 
habits of the general population (Aymerich-Franch 2020). Our fieldwork, and all 
sources of empirical information generated throughout this work, show that, in the 
specific case of adolescents, one of the most important areas affected by this rupture 
in daily life has been sociability. In particular, three spheres of sociability have been 
affected: peer sociability, family sociability, and urban sociability.

Each of these three spheres is particularly important in the socio-emotional 
development and well-being of adolescents. Adolescence is a life stage in which the 
relationship with peers and other adults outside the family of origin is fundamental 
in the process of subjectivation and identity construction. Distancing from parents 
in the search for emotional autonomy for decision making and the formation of 
one’s own positioning in the social world is also essential at this stage of life 
(Crosnoe and Johnson 2011). Both dimensions, the distancing or search for auton-
omy from the nuclear family, on the one hand, and integration into peer groups and 
interaction with them and other adults, on the other, complement each other in this 
process of psycho-social development. Both, however, have been closed or at least 
substantially altered due to the confinement measures.

The closure of schools in their face-to-face modality has been a critical aspect in 
this alteration of sociability among peers and in the mental health of adolescents and 
young people (OECD 2021a). The suspension of traditional schooling made us see 
clearly that school is not only relevant in its academic-cognitive function, but also 
for the development and psycho-social well-being of children and adolescents in 
their process of identity construction and subjectivation.

Face-to-face interaction and the corporeality of co-presence and physical contact 
are also essential to this peer sociability in the school as well as in youth public 
spaces. Identities and self-recognition, the construction of affective bonds, youth 
aesthetics, tastes and preferences independent of the nuclear family, and many other 
aspects of adolescent development are dependent on this peer sociability. The clo-
sure of sociability and interaction is associated with feelings of loneliness and isola-
tion, which in turn are precursors, for young people, of other mental health problems 
(Orgilés et al. 2020). But our research suggests that the cancellation of face-to-face 
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and subsequent peer sociability is also associated with sadness and depression. 
Adolescents themselves perceive that the pandemic and confinement imply the loss 
of school as a space for youthful life and, therefore, of essential aspects of adoles-
cent development. In other words, sadness derives from the feeling of a lost adoles-
cence as a result of an advancing chronological time and a social time that has been 
suspended.

Virtuality, beyond its contributions to school continuity in its academic dimen-
sion, has not been capable of replacing this social dimension. The pandemic teaches 
us that social networks can be a new space for relationships, links and social inter-
actions that complement or add new forms of sociability (Bengtsson et al. 2021a, 
2021b), but (at least in our case study) they do not replace face-to-face sociability 
among peers. While some studies (Orben et al. 2020) suggest that young people 
may have been more resilient to confinement than adults thanks to their status as 
digital natives, others, in line with our own findings, point out that this mitigation 
has been partial; Panarese and Azzarita (2021), for example, state that in reality, 
the intense online activity of young people can be interpreted rather as a response 
to an exceptional situation. In our case, we focused on young people from a lower-
class background with severe economic restrictions, a condition that could make 
it more difficult for them to socialize in this digital “third space” (Bengtsson et al. 
2021a, 2021b).

Some young people identified, on the other hand, relationships with household 
members as a resilience factor in the face of confinement. The exchange of experi-
ences and feelings, companionship, or expressions of affection with siblings, grand-
parents, or parents, and even with pets, has been highlighted by many adolescents. 
But the intensification of cohabitation has also meant an alteration, not always posi-
tive, of family sociability. The constant surveillance (intentional or not) of the par-
ents and the lack of spaces and moments of intimacy were the cause of emotional 
discomfort among the adolescents. Indeed, confinement may have generated the 
strengthening of certain family ties, but also, and apparently mostly, conflicts and 
other tensions in family sociability. In other words, the family can be a support but 
also represent a stressful environment for adolescents (Panarese and Azzarita 2021). 
The results presented in the previous section showed that, indeed, family conflicts, 
fights and tensions in which adolescents, due to confinement, were involved or 
involuntary witnessed, are a cause for concern and stress. Excessive cohabitation 
and lack of intimacy also make the home a suffocating, at times overwhelming, 
space. These situations can be greatly exacerbated in family spaces where conflic-
tual or violent relationships prevail, and particularly for women, minorities, or other 
youth identities that are often rejected within their own families.

Interesting in this regard are the results of a survey conducted by Panarese and 
Azzarita (2021) in Italy, which show that young people under 25 years of age were 
more likely than the rest of the population to report that personal privacy decreased 
and that tensions within the home and reciprocal interference and annoyance 
increased, all as a consequence of the pandemic and confinement. These results are 
consistent with our findings, and support the importance of spaces of privacy and 
autonomy from the nuclear family at this stage of life.
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The socio-emotional discomforts derived from the intensification of family 
sociability have a direct relationship with the socio-economic conditions of habit-
ability. In popular sectors, as in our case of analysis, housing conditions tend to be 
characterized by overcrowding, precariousness, and the absence of independent and 
open spaces. All these factors accentuate the possibilities of conflict and limit pri-
vacy, leading in turn to greater stress.

The lockdown and the restrictions on many activities triggered a substantial limi-
tation of urban sociability. For adolescents from low-income sectors, urban public 
space continues to play a significant role in their daily experiences, both voluntarily 
(sports or leisure activities) and involuntarily (work, transportation, leisure). The 
confinement, derived from all these limitations, not only meant a radical altera-
tion of daily routines, but also were a cause of feelings of frustration, anxiety and 
helplessness.

Some studies suggest that young females are more likely than males to express 
feelings of anxiety and depression (Branquinho et al. 2020; WHO 2022); comple-
mentarily, the results of our research seem to suggest that frustration and despair 
would be especially present among males. In any case, gender differences in the 
way that alterations in peer, family and urban sociability affect the socio-emotional 
well-being of adolescents is a topic that requires further study, and on which our 
research does not provide sufficient information.

8.6  Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic and, especially, the lockdown had a significant effect, 
initially little recognized, on the socio-emotional well-being of individuals. Our 
findings contribute to provide an interpretation of this association between pan-
demic and well-being for a specific life stage such as adolescence. Confinement 
measures radically altered adolescent sociability practices (family, urban and peer) 
with repercussions on their socio-emotional well-being. The results presented in the 
previous sections seem to support this mediating character of sociability. Face-to- 
face sociability is so central in this stage of life that its cancellation is perceived by 
adolescents as a suppression or cancellation of adolescence itself. In different prod-
ucts generated in this research, adolescents stated that “this stage is going to end 
before the pandemic,” “I feel that I lost time of my life” or “life feels stagnant,” 
expressions that summarize the feeling of an unlived youth experience. Many socio- 
emotional discomforts experienced by these adolescents during the pandemic, such 
as anxiety, depression, or sadness, may be associated with this inconsistency 
between a stopped biographical time and a chronological time that kept moving 
forward. This raises the need for further research on the possible implications of the 
pandemic for the processes of transition to adulthood.
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Chapter 9
The Latent Classes of the Volunteer 
Satisfaction Index and Donation During 
the Pandemic in Singapore

Joonmo Son, Pildoo Sung, and Benjamin Tay

9.1  Introduction

Volunteering and donation are two distinct prosocial behaviors that may often be 
interconnected (Lee and Chang 2007; Yeomans and Al-Ubaydli 2018). However, 
locating studies that tested a plausible association between volunteering and dona-
tion is hard. Moreover, the literature has not identified the relationship between the 
evaluation of volunteer satisfaction and donative behaviors. That is, it is plausible 
that not all volunteers but those satisfied with volunteer activities organized by vol-
untary associations may be more likely to donate to various causes. This question 
loomed larger during the COVID-19 pandemic because numerous voluntary asso-
ciations experienced a lack of volunteer workforce and donations due to the pan-
demic’s social and economic impacts (Nowakowska 2023). Specifically, many 
governments enforced social gathering restrictions to prevent the virus’s human-to- 
human transmission. These restrictive orders also reduced volunteer activities that 
naturally involve face-to-face social interactions (Dederichs 2023). The pandemic 
also brought serious barriers to the economic activities of employed or self- 
employed individuals and numerous firms. Therefore, voluntary associations and 
social welfare agencies in many countries have observed a drastic reduction in 
donations (Brañas-Garza et al. 2022).

The chapter’s research question is whether a high degree of volunteer satisfac-
tion was related to donative behaviors during the pandemic. The study examined the 
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research question using Galindo-Kuhn and Guzley’s (2001) Volunteer Satisfaction 
Index (VSI). The VSI comprises 26 items under four subdomains, capturing various 
aspects of volunteer satisfaction. Further, the chapter employed a person-centered 
approach using the Latent Class Analysis. This person-centered approach assumes 
that people vary in how they combine multiple items of volunteer satisfaction. The 
problem then becomes whether people can be sorted into various classes based on 
the pattern of their composition of volunteer satisfaction indices.

In categorizing volunteer satisfaction indices, the study employed an analytical 
plan that considers that a particular item of volunteer satisfaction is only one of 
several or many with which a volunteer agrees that they were satisfied or dissatis-
fied. The chances are that these multiple items are interconnected through the sub-
domains of volunteer satisfaction. People compose various “repertoires” from 
prosocial activities, presumably based on their satisfaction with them (Oser 2017, 
2022). As a result, different groups of volunteers may exhibit involvement in dispa-
rate classes of volunteer satisfaction items and subdomains.

In turn, volunteers are more likely to contribute money to charities when they are 
more satisfied with the activities organized by voluntary associations (Piersma et al. 
2017; Smith 1994). This study identifies and analyzes the association between sev-
eral latent classes composed of the volunteer satisfaction index and a set of donative 
behaviors.

How is the association between the latent classes of volunteer satisfaction and 
donative behaviors established? It is plausible that satisfied volunteers may become 
proponents of the cause, more likely to decide to be donors and donate more money 
than unsatisfied volunteers or nonvolunteers. Further, the satisfied volunteers may 
try to share their positive experiences with others in their networks, emanating a 
spillover effect on a larger pool of potential donors.

In particular, volunteers’ perception of their participation efficacy in bringing 
necessary changes to the intended recipients of their services may be associated 
with the chance of making donations. When they believe that their time investment 
through voluntary organizations paid off by making a significant difference, they 
may determine that monetary donation would be another way to strengthen the 
cause (Basil et  al. 2008; Carroll and Kachersky 2019). Further, if volunteers are 
satisfied with their social relationships with other volunteers in an organization, 
they may take the additional role of a donor due to the mutual recognition among 
covolunteers (Brooks 2005).

Theoretically, Galindo-Kuhn and Guzley (2001) wanted to establish the relation-
ship between volunteer satisfaction and volunteer retention measured by the intent 
to remain in volunteer workforce. The present study proposes that positive evalua-
tion of volunteer activities spills over to being associated with a separate type of 
prosocial act of donation, explaining how volunteers become donors or vice versa. 
Thus, the study contributes to the literature by providing a plausible pathway 
between volunteering and donation, the two distinct prosocial acts.

In order to examine the association between the latent classes of volunteer satisfac-
tion and donative behaviors, the study used a nationally representative dataset from the 
Individual Giving Study (IGS) in Singapore that was administered during the pandemic.
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9.2  Methods

This study aims to see if different classes of Volunteer Satisfaction Index exist in a 
random sample of the Singaporean population and if the latent classes are associ-
ated with donative behaviors. To check the presence of the latent classes, a person- 
centered analysis is undertaken on the assumption that people vary in the ways that 
they combine one dimension of volunteer satisfaction with another. The issue then 
becomes whether current or former volunteers can be sorted into various classes 
based on the pattern of their agreement with various items concerning volunteer 
satisfaction.

The latent class analysis (LCA) sorts people into subgroups or classes based on 
their attributes, in this case, their agreement or disagreement with various items on 
volunteer satisfaction (Hofmans et al. 2020; Oser 2022). The method acknowledges 
that a volunteer population comprises individual members who configure their vol-
unteer satisfaction holistically rather than one at a time (Ahlquist and Breunig 2012; 
Wang and Wang 2019). Current or former volunteers in one class may be agreeable 
to a broad range of volunteer satisfaction subdimensions, while those in another 
confine themselves to one or only a few subdimensions. LCA provides reliable cri-
teria for determining the optimal number of latent classes by objective goodness of 
fit indices (Nylund et al. 2007; Sinha et al. 2021).

Once the number of latent classes has been identified, they are used as indepen-
dent variables to check their associations with various measures regarding their 
donative behaviors, controlling for possible confounding factors. The study used a 
logit regression for a dichotomous outcome variable and OLS for ordinal or con-
tinuous outcome variables (Long and Freese 2014).

9.3  Data

The present research used the Individual Giving Study survey in 2021, a nationally 
representative data set from Singapore. The IGS is a biannual cross-sectional survey 
project of the National Volunteer & Philanthropy Center initiated in 2000 (NVPC 
Knowledge & Insights Team 2021). The survey period was between April and 
September 2021, amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the serious development of 
the pandemic with an increased number of cases, the survey could not continue for 
about a month between May and June.

The survey respondents were citizens, permanent residents, foreign workers with 
work passes and their spouses, or international students with relevant passes. 
Citizens and permanent residents account for 91% of the sample; 81% of the survey 
respondents were citizens, while 10% were permanent residents. The respondents 
had to be at least 15 years old to be eligible to participate in the survey.

Despite the difficulties stemming from the pandemic, the IGS 2021 had 2004 
respondents with a response rate of 66.8%, similar to those of previous IGS data. 

9 The Latent Classes of the Volunteer Satisfaction Index and Donation…



196

This study employed a sample of 1093 respondents who were current or former 
volunteers, excluding those who belonged to self-interest groups or involved in 
informal gatherings. This is because the major objective of the study was concern-
ing the relationship between volunteers’ satisfaction in formal organizations and 
their donations for various causes.

9.4  Measures

The study used three sets of measures in the analysis. First, five variables that mea-
sured varied aspects of donative behaviors were used as outcome measures in mul-
tivariable regression analyses. Second, 26 items measuring various subdimensions 
of volunteer satisfaction were employed in the latent class analysis. Third, control 
variables that may affect donative behaviors were included in multivariable regres-
sions, along with the latent classes of volunteer satisfaction.

9.4.1  Outcome Variables

Donation behavior has several aspects to consider, from whether a person is a donor 
to the total amount of donations one makes in a certain period.

Donor status was a dichotomous variable where 1 = donated for any cause in the 
past few years, 0 = did not.

Donation recency was an ordinal variable: “0. Never,” “1. More than 2 years 
ago,” “2. 1–2 years ago,” “3. In the past 12 months,” “4. In the past 6 months,” “5. 
In the past 3 months,” “6. Past 4 weeks,” or “7. Past week.”

Donation frequency was an ordinal variable: “0. Never,” “1. Less than once a 
year,” “2. Annually,” “3. Biannually,” “4. Quarterly,” “5. Monthly,” or “6. Weekly.”

Number of organizations donated to counted the number of voluntary organiza-
tions a person donated to in the past 12 months. It ranges between 0 and 7 or more.

Total amount of donations was a continuous variable indicating the amount of 
money given to various causes in the past 12 months.

9.4.2  Volunteer Satisfaction Index

The study used the Volunteer Satisfaction Index (VSI) to measure whether volun-
teers in Singapore were satisfied with the organizations they engaged with for 
various causes (Galindo-Kuhn and Guzley 2001). The specific 26 items are pre-
sented in Appendix. The VSI is a multidimensional scale that measures volun-
teer’s degree of satisfaction in four areas. First, the organizational support 
dimension is composed of 12 items that ask whether a volunteer is satisfied with 
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various supports provided by the organization, including the relationship with 
paid staff and the acknowledgment of volunteer work by the organization. Second, 
the participation efficacy dimension comprises seven items that probe how much 
progress and changes were made by a volunteer’s engagement. Third, the empow-
erment dimension has three items that concern the degrees of decision-making 
power, information access to organizational matters, and utilization of one’s 
knowledge and skills in volunteer work. Fourth, the group integration dimension 
comprises four items regarding the quality and quantity of relationships among 
volunteers in the organization. The Cronbach alpha coefficients of the four dimen-
sions were 0.95, 0.94, 0.84, and 0.95, respectively, indicating that each dimension 
of the VSI was reliable. These VSI items were used in creating latent classes 
reported in the next section.

9.4.3  Control Variables

It is necessary to account for other likely confounders of donative behaviors, such 
as demographic and socioeconomic characteristics and religiousness, to isolate the 
relationship between volunteer satisfaction latent classes and donation (Campbell 
and Yonish 2003; Musick and Wilson 2008; De Abreu et al. 2015).

Age was a continuous variable ranging from 15 to 85.
Gender was a dichotomous variable where 1 = Female, 0 = Male.
Ethnicity was measured by a set of dichotomous variables that reflect the multi- 

ethnic composition of the Singaporean population: Chinese (1 = Chinese, 0 = other), 
Malay (1 = Malay, 0 = other), Indian (1 = Indian, 0 = other), or Other (1 = Other, 
0 = Chinese, Malay, or Indian). Chinese is the reference category in the multivari-
able analyses.

Marital status was a dichotomous variable where 1 = Married, 0 = Non-married.
Education was an ordinal variable of educational level: “1. No formal educa-

tion,” “2. PSLE,” “3. Secondary N- or O-level certificate,” “4. College/ITE/Pre- 
University/A-level certificate,” “5. Polytechnic diploma or equivalent,” or “6. 
University degree or higher.”

Due to the high portion of missing values in income variables, it has been a prac-
tice in Singapore to use housing type instead as a socioeconomic status variable 
(e.g., Tan et al. 2022).

Housing type was an ordinal variable of various housing types: “1. HDB 
(Housing Development Board) 1–2-room flat,” “2. HDB 3-room flat,” “3. HDB 
4-room flat,” “4. HDB 5-room flat/Executive flat,” “5. Condominium/Private flat,” 
“6. Landed property.”

Work status had three dichotomous variables as follows: Full-time work 
(1 = Full-time work [i.e., 35 h or more working hours per week], 0 = other), Part- 
time work (1 = part-time work [i.e., less than 35 working hours per week], 0 = other), 
or Unemployed (1 = Unemployed, 0 = other). Unemployed was a reference cate-
gory in multivariable analyses.
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Religious affiliation comprised a series of dichotomous variables: Buddhist 
(1 = Buddhist, 0 = other), Christian (1 = Christian, 0 = other), Muslim (1 = Muslim, 
0  =  other), Hindu (1  =  Hindu, 0  =  other), Other religion (1  =  other religion, 
0 = Buddhist, Christian, Muslim, or Hindu), or No religion (1 = no religion; 0 = any 
religion). No religion was a reference category in multivariable analyses.

9.4.4  Sample Description

A majority of the study sample (60%) engaged in donative behaviors in the past few 
years (Table 9.1). However, these respondents were current or former volunteers. 
Thus, the percentage of donors reduces to 41.5% among no volunteers. The respon-
dents in the study sample donated in the past 6 months on average in terms of dona-
tion recency. Their average frequency of donation was biannually. The average 
number of organizations they donated to was about 1. The total amount of donations 
the study sample made in the past year was S$516. The amount fell to S$216 among 
no volunteers. The sample description of the VSI latent classes is done in the next 
section.

As for the control covariates, the respondents in the study sample were 46 years 
old on average. Fifty-seven percent of them were women, and 69% were Chinese. 
Fifty-six percent were married. The average educational level was a polytechnic 
diploma or equivalent, while the average housing type was an HDB four-room flat. 
About 67% of the respondents worked full-time. Buddhism and Christianity were 
the largest religious affiliations in the study sample.

Table 9.1 Variables in the analyses

Measure N Mean/Percent (S.D.) Range

Outcome variables
Donor status 1093 60% 0–1
Donation recency 1093 4.08 (2.28) 0–7
Donation frequency 1093 3.22 (1.74) 0–6
Number of organizations donated to 1093 1.13 (1.10) 0–7+
Total amount of donations in the past year 1093 516.22 (1561.87) 0–24,000
Latent classes of volunteer satisfaction indexa

Highest overall satisfaction 1093 14% 0–1
High participation efficacy & group integration 1093 13% 0–1
High organizational support 1093 10% 0–1
Medium participation efficacy 1093 19% 0–1
Lowest overall satisfaction (reference) 1093 44% 0–1
Controls
Age 1093 45.96 (14.66) 15–85
Female 1093 57% 0–1
Chinese (reference) 1093 69% 0–1
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Measure N Mean/Percent (S.D.) Range

Malay 1093 13% 0–1
Indian 1093 14% 0–1
Other ethnicity 1093 4% 0–1
Married 1093 56% 0–1
Education 1091 4.96 (1.33) 1–6
Housing type 1093 3.33 (1.26) 1–6
Full-time work 1091 67% 0–1
Part-time work 1091 6% 0–1
Unemployed (reference) 1091 27% 0–1
Buddhist 1093 26% 0–1
Christian 1093 24% 0–1
Muslim 1093 16% 0–1
Hindu 1093 10% 0–1
Other religion 1093 5% 0–1
No religion (reference) 1093 19% 0–1

Note: Mean and standard deviation are reported for non-dichotomous variables, while percent is 
reported for dichotomous variables
a Refer to Appendix for the subdomains and specific indicators of the VSI

Table 9.1 (continued)

9.5  Results

9.5.1  Latent Classes of Volunteer Satisfaction Index

The study applied a Latent Class Analysis to the 26 items of the Volunteer 
Satisfaction Index. Each item had seven response categories from 1 = very dissatis-
fied to 7 = very satisfied. The Latent Class Analysis dichotomized them into 0 = not 
satisfied (combining original response categories 1 to 5) and 1 = satisfied (combin-
ing original response categories 6 and 7).

Determining the number of latent classes is crucial in a person-centered approach 
to volunteer satisfaction. Three types of model fit statistics of the LCA appear in 
Table  9.2. First, information criteria indicators such as the Akaike Information 
Criterion (AIC), Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), and sample-size-adjusted 
BIC (ssaBIC) were employed. The lower the values in these criteria, the better the 
model fit. Second, both the Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin (VLMR) likelihood ratio test 
and the Lo-Mendell-Rubin (LMR) adjusted likelihood ratio test evaluate if an LCA 
model with a certain number of classes (k classes) is better than a model with one 
fewer classes (k-1 classes) (Cheng et  al. 2022). Specifically, significant p-values 
denote that k classes should be chosen over k-1 classes. Third, entropy indicates 
classification accuracy, although it should not be used in deciding the optimal num-
ber of latent classes (Lubke and Muthén 2007; Morin et al. 2011). It ranges between 
0 and 1, with a higher value meaning a more accurate assignment of individuals into 
latent classes.
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Table 9.2 Latent class analysis model fit statistics of the volunteer satisfaction index

AIC BIC ssaBIC VLMR test LMR test Entropy

1-class 33,395.18 33,525.09 33,442.51 – – –
2-class 21,803.07 22,067.90 21,899.56 −16,671.59*** 11,584.78*** 0.96
3-class 19,521.43 19,921.16 19,667.07 −10,848.54*** 2323.35*** 0.96
4-class 18,918.83 19,453.48 19,113.62 −9680.72*** 653.14*** 0.94
5-class 18,627.04 19,296.59 18,870.98 −9352.42* 343.97* 0.92
6-class 18,467.10 19,271.57 18,760.20 −9179.52 212.81 0.92

Note: AIC: Akaike Information Criterion, BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion, ssaBIC: Sample- 
size- adjusted BIC.  VLMR test: Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin likelihood ratio test. LMR test: 
Lo-Mendell-Rubin adjusted likelihood ratio test
* p < .05; *** p < .001 (two-tailed)

According to the model fit tests, the six-class model recorded the smallest AIC, 
BIC, and ssa BIC values. However, the gaps between the five- and six-class models 
were narrow (e.g., only a 25-point difference in the BIC values compared to a 157- 
point gap between the four- and five-class models). Moreover, the VLMR and LMR 
likelihood ratio tests showed that the five-class model fits the data better than the 
six-class model. Additionally, the non-significance of the VLMR and LMR log- 
likelihood values in the six-class model indicates that the five-class model is opti-
mal. The entropy value of the five-class model is 0.92, indicating excellent 
classification accuracy. Therefore, the study employs the five-class model as the 
best-fitted LCA model.

Specifically, the LCA identified five subgroups of the current and former volun-
teers, as shown in Fig. 9.1 and Table 9.1. They are as follows: (1) highest overall 
volunteer satisfaction (14%), (2) high Participation Efficacy and Group Integration 
(13%), (3) high Organizational Support (10%), (4) medium Participation Efficacy 
(19%), and (5) lowest overall satisfaction (44%). The study used these latent classes 
as the main independent variables that may be associated with donative behavioral 
outcomes.

9.5.2  Regression of Donative Behaviors by the VSI 
Latent Classes

The five latent classes comprised a set of the main independent variables, putting 
the lowest overall satisfaction in the hidden reference category. The five behavioral 
practices concerning donation were the outcome measures in the multivariable 
regression analyses. Due to the dichotomous nature of the donor status variable, the 
study applied a logit regression to it, whereas it used the OLS model for the other 
four outcome measures in Table 9.3.

Most of all, the multivariable regression results confirmed that the latent classes 
of volunteer satisfaction were associated with donative behaviors except donation 
frequency. What mattered most were the two latent classes—the highest overall 
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Table 9.3 Multivariable regression of donative behaviors by the VSI latent classes

Model 1 
(Logit 
regression)

Model 2 
(OLS)

Model 3 
(OLS) Model 4 (OLS)

Model 5 
(OLS)

Donor status
Donation 
recency

Donation 
frequency

Number of 
organizations 
donated to

Total amount 
of donations

Latent classes of 
VSI

Highest overall 
satisfaction

0.49* 0.56** 0.20 0.34*** 345.32*

(0.21) (0.20) (0.15) (0.10) (144.24)
High participation 
efficacy & group 
integration

0.62** 0.54** 0.26 0.16 214.22
(0.22) (0.21) (0.16) (0.10) (147.92)

High organizational 
support

0.18 0.22 −0.08 0.06 129.07
(0.24) (0.23) (0.17) (0.11) (162.64)

Medium 
participation 
efficacy

0.11 0.26 0.03 0.07 46.65
(0.18) (0.18) (0.14) (0.09) (127.47)

(reference category: 
Lowest overall 
satisfaction)
Controls

Age 0.01* 0.02*** 0.02*** 0.01*** 16.51***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.00) (3.71)
Female −0.02 0.13 −0.02 0.01 25.41

(0.14) (0.13) (0.10) (0.06) (94.69)
Malay 0.24 0.25 0.37 −0.10 −686.41*

(0.48) (0.44) (0.34) (0.22) (318.66)
Indian 0.20 −0.08 0.09 0.06 −376.26

(0.42) (0.39) (0.30) (0.19) (280.34)
Other 0.68 0.28 0.19 0.26 −93.90

(0.40) (0.33) (0.26) (0.16) (240.23)
Married 0.29* 0.34* 0.17 0.08 −52.29

(0.15) (0.15) (0.11) (0.07) (104.92)
Education 0.34*** 0.37*** 0.24*** 0.18*** 127.15**

(0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0.03) (42.45)
Housing type 0.16** 0.15** 0.12** 0.11*** 125.23**

(0.06) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (39.42)
Full-time work 0.38* 0.56*** 0.43*** 0.27*** 171.79

(0.17) (0.16) (0.13) (0.08) (118.06)
Part-time work −0.02 −0.00 −0.05 −0.09 6.26

(0.29) (0.29) (0.22) (0.14) (207.77)
Buddhist 0.32 0.33 0.26 0.08 −55.96

(0.19) (0.20) (0.15) (0.10) (140.28)
Christian 0.93*** 0.98*** 0.85*** 0.17 538.83***
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Table 9.3 (continued)

Model 1 
(Logit 
regression)

Model 2 
(OLS)

Model 3 
(OLS) Model 4 (OLS)

Model 5 
(OLS)

Donor status
Donation 
recency

Donation 
frequency

Number of 
organizations 
donated to

Total amount 
of donations

(0.21) (0.20) (0.15) (0.10) (144.50)
Hindu 0.58 0.81 0.55 0.13 413.13

(0.49) (0.46) (0.35) (0.22) (329.09)
Muslim 1.35** 1.65*** 1.02** 0.55* 799.17*

(0.49) (0.45) (0.34) (0.22) (320.49)
Other religion 1.19*** 1.05** 0.48 0.19 −8.10

(0.34) (0.33) (0.25) (0.16) (237.28)
Intercept −3.59*** −0.64 −0.23 −0.98*** −1537.67***

(0.48) (0.44) (0.34) (0.22) (315.70)
N 1089 1089 1089 1089 1089
R2 0.10a 0.16 0.16 0.12 0.08

Note: Standard errors in parentheses
a Pseudo R2 from a logit regression model
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

satisfaction and the high Participation Efficacy and Group Integration satisfaction. 
The other two latent classes (the high Organizational Support satisfaction and the 
medium Participation Efficacy) were related to none of the donative behaviors.

Specifically, Model 1 shows that after accounting for other confounders, those 
who belonged to the high Participation Efficacy and Group Integration or the high-
est overall satisfaction latent class were more likely to be donors than others in the 
latent class of the lowest overall satisfaction. Likewise, Model 2 indicates that 
respondents in the high overall satisfaction or the high Participation Efficacy and 
Group Integration latent class tended to donate more recently than others in the low-
est overall satisfaction latent class. However, none of the VSI latent classes was 
related to the donation frequency.

Then Model 4 reports that those respondents in the highest overall satisfaction 
latent class tended to donate to more organizations than others in the lowest satisfac-
tion latent class. Further, Model 5 shows that those who belonged to the highest 
overall satisfaction latent class donated about S$345 more than others in the lowest 
overall satisfaction latent class. Though statistically insignificant, the respondents in 
the other three latent classes also donated more (i.e., from S$47 to S$214) than 
those in the lowest overall satisfaction latent class.

Apart from the main independent variables of the VSI latent classes, certain indi-
vidual characteristics were remarkably related to the donative behavioral outcomes. 
First, socioeconomic status measured by education, housing types, and full-time 
work status were consistently associated with the five donative behaviors except for 
the nonsignificant relationship between full-time work status and the total amount 
of donations. In particular, those with a higher educational level or more expensive 
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and spacious housing were more likely to be donors and tended to have donated 
more recently and frequently to a greater number of organizations in larger amounts 
than others with a lower level of education or less expensive or smaller housing. 
Being older was also consistently associated with the five outcome measures of 
donation. Those who were married were more likely to be donors and have donated 
recently than the non-married. Concerning religiosity, being a Muslim was consis-
tently associated with all five donative behaviors, while being a Christian was also 
related to most donative behaviors except for the number of organizations they 
donated to. There was no significant association between ethnicity and donative 
behaviors.

9.6  Discussion

The IGS 2021 gathered the data during the COVID-19 pandemic in Singapore. It was 
when the state directives limited face-to-face activities, including work and formal 
education, to prevent the further spread of the virus (Wong et al. 2023). Instead, non-
contagious online media were recommended as alternative communication tools. 
Therefore, volunteerism had to suffer because most volunteering activities involve 
intimate face-to-face interactions between volunteers and the recipients of their ser-
vices (Gray et al. 2024; Luksyte et al. 2021). Due largely to this barrier, Singapore 
also saw a 7% drop in volunteer rates between 2018 and 2021, while the nation expe-
rienced a 19% decrease in donations during the same period (NVPC Knowledge & 
Insights Team 2021). Therefore, it is crucial to analyze what kind of volunteers are 
more likely to turn to donative behaviors when interpersonal activities involving phys-
ical contact are discouraged due to public health crises such as a pandemic.

The present study showed that the volunteers who experienced a higher overall 
satisfaction with the organizations tended to donate more money to multiple organi-
zations than those who were generally dissatisfied. Among the four subdimensions 
of volunteer satisfaction, the participation efficacy and group integration satisfac-
tion were more important than the other two (the organizational support and empow-
erment satisfaction) in turning volunteers into donors. First, those who realized that 
what they contributed through participating in volunteer activities made a signifi-
cant difference among the recipients of their services were more likely to be donors. 
This particular type of efficacy is also called response efficacy because it concerns 
“the ability of the advocated behavior to solve the focal problem or issue” (Basil 
et al. 2008, 7). In other words, the practical changes their activities brought mattered 
more than their sense of empowerment in the relationship with voluntary organiza-
tions. Second, the mutual bonding among volunteers (i.e., group integration) mat-
tered more than how the organizations treated them and whether they were satisfied 
by the organizational support. The mutual bonding may indicate bridging social 
capital embedded in the volunteers’ networks that helps increase their chances of 
donating when someone in the networks asks them to (Musick and Wilson 2008; 
Son and Lin 2008; Wang and Graddy 2008).
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These roles of volunteer satisfaction should be further clarified in two regards. 
First, the associations between the latent classes of volunteer satisfaction and dona-
tive behaviors were observed despite the strong relationship among socioeconomic 
status, religiosity, and donation in Singapore. Whether one occupies a volunteer role 
should be considered separately from one’s socioeconomic status and religious 
affiliation in considering the likelihood of one’s donative behaviors. More specifi-
cally, it is critical to know if one evaluates positively on various dimensions of vol-
unteer satisfaction. In short, volunteers who report higher satisfaction with their 
prosocial activities conducted through voluntary associations are also more likely to 
donate. Second, in the opposite sense, some volunteers whose experiences with 
voluntary associations are evaluated to be poor are no more likely to donate than 
nonvolunteers. Thus, the lack of volunteer satisfaction may turn volunteers into non-
volunteers and nondonors. There is no reason to expect those dissatisfied with an 
organization’s activities to donate to the organization or others similar to it. 
Therefore, volunteer satisfaction is a double-edged sword that does not allow a sim-
plistic understanding of the relationship between volunteering and donation.

9.7  Limitations

The study suffers from several limitations. First, the cross-sectional data do not 
guarantee a causal relationship between volunteer satisfaction and donation. The 
approach taken in the study was to check the association between the latent classes 
of volunteer satisfaction and a set of donative behaviors. Nonetheless, it is plausible 
that some donors can also become volunteers. Alternatively, it is also possible that 
some respondents were volunteering donors. For example, they may be active mem-
bers of a religious congregation who volunteer for some religious causes. At the 
same time, they may donate regularly or periodically to religious establishments 
through dana (Buddhism), tithe (Christianity), zakat (Islam), or prasada (Hinduism). 
However, the study’s finding that dissatisfied volunteers may reduce or stop donat-
ing applies to the case of religious volunteers, too. In addition, the study controlled 
for religious affiliations when checking the association between the VSI latent 
classes and donation.

Second, because the study focused on the relationship between volunteer satis-
faction and donation, it could not consider nonvolunteers and their donative behav-
iors. Although nonvolunteers recorded a lower percentage of donors and smaller 
means in the other four donative behaviors of the study, some of the nonvolunteers 
were donors. Still, the study is limited in what it can say about the nonvolunteers.

Third, considering that the study sample included only current and former volun-
teers, the results may suffer from the sample selection bias. The problem can inten-
sify if volunteers and donors share the same prosocial traits. Arguably, it is not that 
certain latent classes of volunteer satisfaction are related to donative behaviors but 
that both the VSI latent classes and donative behaviors are affected by the same 
prosocial traits. However, the correlation coefficient between volunteer status and 
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donor status was 0.21, a modest level. Therefore, it is hard to maintain that the study 
results were spurious.

9.8  Conclusion

The present study showed that the organic association between volunteer satisfac-
tion and donation existed during the COVID-19 pandemic in Singapore. Not all 
volunteers donate, nor do all donors volunteer. The study’s latent class analysis 
investigation indicated that a minority of volunteers with the highest overall satis-
faction (14%) or the high participation efficacy and group integration satisfaction 
(13%) were more likely to donate. In contrast, those volunteers who expressed a 
high degree of organizational support satisfaction (10%) or a medium level of par-
ticipation efficacy satisfaction (19%) were no more or less likely to donate than 
those who showed the least overall satisfaction (44%). Therefore, volunteer satis-
faction concerning the perceived efficacy of volunteer activities and the social bond-
ing with covolunteers may particularly translate into donative behaviors.

In summary, the chapter demonstrated that volunteer satisfaction may encourage 
a minority of volunteers to donate generously to more charitable causes despite 
global-scale catastrophes such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Future studies are war-
ranted to examine the association between volunteer satisfaction and donation in 
other countries.

 Appendix: Volunteer Satisfaction Index, its Subdomains, 
and Indicators

Organizational support

1. The ability of getting help when I need it.
2. The realism of the picture I was given of what my volunteer experience would be like.
3. My relationship with paid staff.
4. The support network that is in place for me when I have volunteer-related problems.
5. The way in which the agency provides me with performance feedback.
6. The flow of communication coming to me from paid staff and board members.
7. The support I receive from people in the organization.
8. The amount of information I receive about what the organization is doing.
9. How often the organization acknowledges the work I do.
10. The amount of permission I need to get to do the things I need to do on this job.
11. The degree of cohesiveness I experience within the organization.
12. The degree to which the organization communicates its goals and objectives to volunteers.
Participation efficacy

13. The progress that I have seen in the clientele served by my organization.
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14. The difference my volunteer work is making.
15. My ability to do this job as well as anyone else.
16. The opportunities I have to learn new things.
17. The fit of the volunteer work to my skills.
18. How worthwhile my contribution is.
19. The amount of effort I put in as equaling the amount of change I influence.
Empowerment

20. The chance I have to utilize my knowledge and skills in my volunteer work.
21. The access I have to information concerning the organization.
22. The freedom I have in deciding how to carry out my volunteer assignment.
Group integration

23. My relationship with other volunteers in the organization.
24. The friendships I have made while volunteering here.
25. The amount of interaction I have with other volunteers in the organization.
26. The amount of time spent with other volunteers.

Note: The response categories were from 1 = very dissatisfied to 7 = very satisfied
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Chapter 10
COVID-19 and Community-Based 
Volunteerism: How the Rohingya 
Volunteers Acted for Community 
Engagement to Fight against the Pandemic 
in Rohingya Refugee Camps of Bangladesh

Md. Fakhrul Alam 

10.1  Background

The global outbreak of COVID-19 (SARS-CoV-2) in 2020 disrupted the world and 
negatively impacted the life and livelihood of people. Especially, the first wave of 
COVID-19 seriously affected the public health system and society at large (Miao 
et al. 2021). The marginalized and disadvantaged communities, such as the refugees 
living under vulnerable conditions, were adversely affected. Globally, 89.3 million 
people were forcibly displaced, of which 27.1 million were refugees, and low- and 
middle-income countries hosted around 83% of these global refugees (UNHCR 
2022). Since developing countries struggled to manage COVID-19 and serve their 
citizens, the refugees were found more vulnerable to the pandemic. The refugees 
experienced the worst impacts of the pandemic in their daily lives, access to work, 
safety, and financial means because of their harsh living conditions (World Health 
Organization 2020a).

Bangladesh hosts around 1 million Rohingya refugees from neighboring 
Myanmar (Jubayer et al. 2020). It is a densely populated and poverty-stricken coun-
try, which was seriously affected by COVID-19 (Gautam et al. 2022). The country’s 
healthcare system was found incompetent to battle the pandemic (Al-Zaman 2020). 
The shortage of protective equipment and testing kits, limited testing facilities, and 
resource constraints exacerbated the health crisis during the first wave of COVID-19 
(Al-Zaman 2020). Despite the challenges, the government in collaboration with 
international organizations responded promptly to protect the Rohingya refugees. 
The Rohingyas are a Muslim ethnic group from the Rakhine state of Myanmar. 
Around 740,000 Rohingyas fled to Bangladesh in 2017 to protect their lives from 
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brutal military crackdowns and violence, sexual abuse, and persecution in Rakhine 
(Ergül 2020a; Sahana et al. 2019). They took shelter in 34 congested refugee camps 
in Cox’s Bazar (Jubayer et al. 2020). The Rohingyas and local host communities 
live side by side with little restriction on movement from the camp to the host com-
munity, though the refugees are not allowed officially to move outside the camps 
(Khan et al. 2020). Therefore, it was difficult to control the community-level trans-
mission of COVID-19.

It was anticipated that COVID-19 could spread quickly in the refugee camps 
because of the high population density (40,000 refugees live per km2), non- 
availability of space for physical distance and self-isolation, Rohingya’s poor 
knowledge about COVID-19, unhygienic living conditions, and inadequate access 
to water, sanitation, and health care facilities (Islam and Yeasir Yunus 2020; Khan 
et  al. 2020). It was also challenging to engage the Rohingya community in 
COVID-19-related programs and services because of the information gap, limited 
access to telecommunication, infected people’s fear of being stigmatized and killed, 
rumors, ignorance, and misconception (Islam and Yeasir Yunus 2020; Khan et al. 
2020). Moreover, health workers’ increased risk of infection, limited financial aid, 
inadequate COVID-19 testing and treatment facilities, and shortage of medical 
equipment and hospital beds made the situation worse (Islam and Yeasir Yunus 
2020). Against this backdrop, the UN organizations and humanitarian agencies in 
collaboration with the Government of Bangladesh took rapid actions, such as pro-
viding training, increasing hospital capacities, establishing isolation and quarantine 
facilities, and promoting lab testing facilities (Islam and Yeasir Yunus 2020; Khan 
et al. 2020). The Rohingya volunteers were educated about COVID-19 to make all- 
out efforts for increasing community-level awareness and civic engagement.

Global studies on disaster management highlight the importance of community 
engagement for raising community awareness, strengthening community response 
and resilience, and executing emergency actions (Johnston et al. 2012; Ryan et al. 
2020; Satizábal et al. 2022). In recent years, there has been increased emphasis on 
community engagement as an effective strategy to manage the COVID pandemic 
and protect people’s well-being (Adebisi et al. 2021; Khan et al. 2022; Larmar et al. 
2021; Miao et al. 2021; Mondal 2021). Since multiple stakeholders act jointly and 
collaboratively for community engagement (Satizábal et al. 2022), it is necessary to 
investigate the roles of young volunteers recruited from a culturally sensitive, disad-
vantaged, and marginalized community, and how they contribute to raise civic 
responsibilities, strengthen community solidarity, and encourage and motivate peo-
ple for civic engagement during a period of heightened risks and uncertainty. Data 
from some recent studies (Ekzayez et al. 2020; Ha et al. 2021; Miao et al. 2021) also 
suggest that collaborative actions of local volunteers, communities, and other stake-
holders were useful for pandemic management. Despite the importance of commu-
nity engagement in participatory emergency management (Satizábal et al. 2022), 
there remains a paucity of evidence on community engagement activities at refugee 
camps led by refugee volunteers in the pandemic situation. To date, no previous 
studies have investigated how the refugees or young refugee volunteers were 
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engaged in risk communication and community engagement (RCCE) activities, 
how they collaborated with different stakeholders to overcome the barriers and chal-
lenges of people’s participation in pandemic management, and how they worked to 
raise civic responsibilities to slow the rate of infection in refugee camps where 
congested living arrangements, resource crisis, illiteracy, religious misinterpreta-
tion, public health behavior, and rumor could increase community-level infection 
rapidly (Islam and Yeasir Yunus 2020; Khan et al. 2020).

Considering the research gap, the current study aims to highlight the actions 
undertaken by humanitarian organizations to curb the spread of COVID-19 with the 
active involvement of young Rohingya volunteers and refugee leaders, how the vol-
unteers were made capable of fighting against the risks and challenges of civic 
engagement in the absence of humanitarian workers, and how they helped the refu-
gees during the first wave of COVID pandemic. More specifically, it seeks to dis-
cover and explain the actions performed by Rohingya volunteers and other refugees 
in facilitating COVID-19-related awareness programs and health services, and the 
outcome of those actions.

10.2  Community Engagement for Pandemic Management: 
A Review of Recent Evidence

Much of the literature on community engagement comes from studies related to 
disaster management. Various studies argue that community engagement is crucial 
for disaster planning, mitigation, preparedness, response, recovery, and strengthen-
ing people’s compliance with top-down policies (Ryan et al. 2020; Satizábal et al. 
2022). It is a process where the government, civil society groups, businesses, and 
stakeholders act collaboratively, share capacity, and develop a trustworthy relation-
ship through which the demands, needs, expectations, concerns, and values of the 
community are integrated into policies, decisions, service delivery, and evaluation 
(Satizábal et al. 2022). It builds a resilient and healthy community, changes human 
behavior, promotes social support, empowers the community, strengthens social 
networks, enhances mutual respect, and raises people’s awareness about the pur-
pose and means of community-level actions (den Broeder et al. 2021). Since com-
munity engagement helps understand the experience, problems, needs, and resources 
of the local community, it could be effective for health promotion and community 
resilience during a crisis in disadvantaged communities (den Broeder et al. 2021; 
Mehta et al. 2022). A community faces multiple risks and receives contrasting mes-
sages from formal and informal sources during a pandemic which creates dilemmas 
in decision-making. Therefore, effective community engagement, collaboration of 
stakeholders, and interactive risk communication can develop the strength of 
community- based organizations, build community trust, leverage community par-
ticipation, and encourage and incentivize volunteers in pandemic planning, response, 
and risk reduction (Cheng et al. 2020; Khan et al. 2022).
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To date, several studies on disaster management have highlighted the importance 
of community engagement and collaborative actions of different stakeholders. A 
recent study by Ryan et  al. (2020) concluded that community engagement was 
found useful in disaster preparedness activities and in improving knowledge. In 
fact, multiple actors of community engagement were involved in planning, com-
munity access, trust building, risk and behavioral change communication, surveil-
lance, tracing, and administrative actions in the past outbreaks of Ebola, SARS, 
Zika, and H1N1 (Gilmore et  al. 2020). Evidence also shows that interventions 
through community engagement had a range of positive outcomes in health behav-
ior, health consequences, and health behavior self-efficacy across diverse conditions 
in OECD countries (O’Mara-Eves et al. 2015).

Comparatively, very few empirical studies examined the role of community- 
based volunteers in civic engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic. Utilizing 
community conference calls, the Department of Spiritual Care and Chaplaincy in 
the John Hopkins Bayview Medical Center encouraged participation from congre-
gation and faith-based organizations. This medical-religious community engage-
ment helped explore the ways to solve the challenges of quarantine, isolation, health 
disparities, and mental health, and the resources needed for helping the community 
(Galiatsatos et al. 2020). Similarly, the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences 
strengthened community engagement to build trust between partners of commu-
nity stakeholders and the health centers. The partners collaboratively developed 
COVID-19 response strategies of health education, contact tracing, COVID-19 test-
ing, quarantine, and case management for the Latinx and Pacific Islander communi-
ties, and thus, community-based participatory research and programmatic networks 
were found effective in addressing COVID-19 problems (McElfish et  al. 2021). 
Analyzing the Australian context, Maher and Murphet (2020) argue that continuous 
effective community engagement, cyclical and repetitive communication, informa-
tion preparedness and sharing, and trust building for behavioral changes could be 
the primary ways of arresting the spread of COVID-19. Reviewing multifarious 
community actions in the UK and The Netherlands, den Broeder et al. (2021) claim 
that citizens, communities, and community-based organizations can build commu-
nity resilience and empower the community through community engagement, which 
will help promote health and manage COVID-19. Similarly, Mughal et al. (2022) 
also report that community engagement activities executed by different cultural 
groups, charities, community-based organizations, and mutual aid groups provided 
support for the social, physical, and mental well-being of individuals in response 
to COVID-19  in the UK.  Taking cultural and structural contexts into consider-
ation, RCCE (Risk communication and community engagement) with participa-
tory approaches were found effective in disseminating COVID-19-related scientific 
information to the affected migrant workers’ communities, encouraging bottom-up 
RCCE efforts, mobilizing peer-led supports, creating an enabling environment, and 
ensuring feedback from the affected communities in Singapore (Tam et al. 2022).

Analyzing the situation of COVID-19  in China, Hu and Qiu (2020) suggest 
developing a risk communication system, stakeholder coordination, and community 
engagement to confront uncertainty, refute rumors, strengthen cooperation, take 
local actions, provide health education, and act jointly. Miao et al. (2021) found that 
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the collaborative approach was applied to strengthen networks of public organiza-
tions, civil society groups, and community volunteers in Zhejiang Province of 
China, where the volunteers played dynamic roles in protecting people from 
COVID-19 and filled gaps in public health and other services. In Vietnam, local 
communities, especially the migrant workers executed activities related to early 
detection, isolation, quarantine, and COVID-19 treatment in collaboration with 
multi-sectoral committees and organizations. The active engagement of migrant 
communities mobilized resources, strengthened capacity, facilitated better commu-
nication, and built trust in state interventions (Ha et  al. 2021). The community- 
based campaign called “Volunteers against Corona” in Syria encouraged and 
involved thousands of local volunteers in community awareness programs, disinfec-
tion campaigns, referrals, communication, information sharing, and local resource 
mobilization for pandemic management (Ekzayez et al. 2020). In Tanzania, a medi-
cal college worked collaboratively with the municipality response team for com-
munity engagement in COVID-19 programs. Mass public health campaigns 
providing updated information, tackling rumors and misinformation, and ensuring 
community compliance with interventions, and stakeholder coordination were 
found effective in pandemic management (Mboya et al. 2020). RCCE techniques 
used through training, capacity development, risk communication, coordination, 
information sharing, and public communication were found helpful in controlling 
COVID-19 transmission in some African countries (Adebisi et al. 2021).

In summary, existing global literature shows that community engagement is 
essential for managing a pandemic like COVID-19, and volunteers can play a sig-
nificant role in disaster risk mitigation. But little is known about how the global 
humanitarian agencies engaged community-based volunteers from the refugee 
camps for RCCE activities, and how they played dynamic roles in mitigating disas-
ter risks, developing community trust and resilience, strengthening a sense of civic 
responsibilities of the refugees to follow health safety rules and participate in health 
programs designed to protect the refugees.

10.3  Methodology

10.3.1  Nature of the Study

By using qualitative design (Creswell 2013) this exploratory study discloses and 
elucidates the contexts of Rohingya volunteers’ involvement in community engage-
ment during the first wave of COVID-19 in Rohingya refugee camps. A qualitative 
design was found effective in exploring service providers’ views, experiences, and 
knowledge about COVID-19 and its impacts, and the management and delivery of 
emergency services (Neely-Barnes et al. 2021). This study explored and explained 
the real-life experiences of Rohingya refugees, Rohingya volunteers, and humani-
tarian workers regarding their involvement in community engagement during 
COVID-19.
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10.3.2  Study Participants

All humanitarian agencies execute field-based programs and services at refugee 
camps of Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh with the help of local Rohingya volunteers. The 
volunteers are not recruited as employees, but they get some remuneration for volun-
teering in humanitarian activities (Ergül 2020a). This study recruited Rohingya refu-
gees, Rohingya volunteers, and humanitarian workers as study participants. Official 
permission to visit refugee camps and interview the refugees was granted by the 
office of the Refugee Relief and Repatriation Commissioner (RRRC). Two Rohingya 
volunteers were recruited to act as gatekeepers and help the field investigators select 
potential refugee respondents. Since purposive sampling is widely used in qualitative 
research for matching the sample with the research objectives and developing rigor 
and trustworthiness of the data (Campbell et al. 2020), the refugee respondents were 
selected purposively. Likewise, after identifying major humanitarian agencies in 
Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, the agency personnel (humanitarian workers) with direct 
experience in serving the refugees during the pandemic were selected purposively. 
Table 10.1 shows different categories of respondents and the size of the samples. 
Although the study focused on the actions of humanitarian agencies, it recruited one 
government employee who mainly worked coordinating different agencies at the 
refugee camps and had work experience during the pandemic situation.

10.3.3  Data Collection

In-depth interviews help explore participants’ experiences and views about the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Hirani and Wagner 2022). This study used in-depth inter-
views using semi-structured interview guidelines, one guideline for humanitarian 
workers and another for Rohingya refugees. Three NGO workers serving Rohingya 

Table 10.1 Research 
participants and sample size

Respondents Number

Rohingya refugees 21
Rohingya teachers 03
Rohingyas working for NGOs or UN 
organizations

04

Rohingya community leaders (Majhi and Imam) 04
Community-based Rohingya volunteers 17
Sub-total 49
Field-level officers from national NGOs 04
Field-level officers from international NGOs 27
Field-level officers from UN organizations 10
Field-level government employee 
(administration)

01

Sub-total 42
Total 91
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refugees were recruited as field investigators with training in ethical issues and in- 
depth interviews. They conducted face-to-face interviews with the help of Rohingya 
volunteers and recorded interviews after obtaining prior permission. On average, 
each interview lasted for 30 to 40 min. The interviews were transcribed and trans-
lated into the Bengali language by one Research Assistant experienced in the 
Rohingya language. Similarly, the field investigators purposively selected the 
humanitarian workers for interviews in Cox’s Bazar. They recorded the interviews 
and transcribed them verbatim. All interview transcripts were checked by the 
Research Assistants and the researcher. Considering the COVID-19 situation, the 
fieldwork was completed between October 2020 to January 2021.

10.3.4  Data Analysis and Interpretation

The study adopted thematic analysis techniques of qualitative data analysis (Braun 
and Clarke 2006). All transcripts were prepared in Bengali language and then trans-
lated into English. The Research Assistants and the researcher went through the 
transcripts and read and reread them to develop the initial ideas about the data. Then 
the interesting features of the data were identified for coding and relevant data were 
collated according to the codes (for example, misconceptions, misbeliefs, rumors, 
training, awareness sessions, public trust, and knowledge of COVID-19, etc.). After 
further checking and reviewing, the researcher finalized the codes and collated them 
with the potential themes, and gathered data pertinent to each potential theme. The 
generated themes were reviewed according to their workability to the codes and 
extracted data. The researcher then defined and named themes through investigating 
the essence of each theme, and then supported the themes coherently and consis-
tently with accompanying quotes from the respondents. The themes reflect the 
views and experiences of research participants and provide a logical and meaningful 
explanation of the data.

10.3.5  Ethical Considerations

A researcher needs to overcome several ethical challenges while researching refu-
gees in a crisis (Mackenzie et al. 2007). This study followed the ethical principles 
prescribed under the guidelines of the Australian Government (National Statement 
on Ethical Conduct in Human Research, 2007 updated 2018)1 and the WMA 
Declaration of Helsinki.2 It was peer-reviewed and funded by a public university in 

1 https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human- 
research-2007-updated-2018#block-views-block-file-attachments- content-block-1.
2 https://www.wma.net/policies-post/wma-declaration-of-helsinki-ethical-principles-for-medical- 
research-involving-human-subjects/.
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Bangladesh. It also received ethical clearance from the same university. Interviews 
were conducted following COVID-19 rules, and no interviewees were asked any 
personal questions to reduce personal harm. Participation was voluntary and inter-
views were conducted to align with the respondent’s convenience. Written or oral 
informed consent was taken after respondents were supplied with the Information 
Sheet. Attempts were also made to ensure anonymity and confidentiality. Moreover, 
all refugee participants were given TK200 (US$2.5) or materials of the same value 
to compensate for their time (Mackenzie et al. 2007). The respondents also benefit-
ted through participation as the interview questions helped develop awareness of 
COVID-19-related risks and health services.

10.4  Findings

Following the study’s purposes, the findings unveil and explain the risks and chal-
lenges of community engagement, vulnerabilities of the refugees to COVID-19, 
actions of agencies and stakeholders to leverage community participation, voluntary 
activities of Rohingya volunteers and refugees, and the outcome of community 
engagement. The findings summarized in Fig. 10.1 show how the UN and humani-
tarian agencies and the government of Bangladesh acted to address the risks and 
challenges of COVID-19 in Rohingya camps, the community engagement activities 
of the Rohingya volunteers, and the outcome of agency-community collaboration. 
Then the findings are presented under each theme.

10.4.1  Challenge of Risk Communication 
and Community Engagement

The highly congested living environment, lack of physical space, and inadequate 
access to water, sanitation, and health facilities at refugee camps made the Rohingya 
refugees vulnerable to the risks of COVID-19. Lockdown and movement restric-
tions made it difficult to organize regular awareness sessions at the camps.

Once the army did not allow us to enter the block. We took an awareness session after their 
exit. While I advised people to maintain distance, they replied that there was no space to 
maintain physical distance. A person caught with a fever does not find any space for physi-
cal isolation inside a house. (Respondent 84, Female Rohingya volunteer, Save the Children)

The Rohingya refugees did not have any idea about COVID-19 during its onset in 
2020. The limited access to telecommunication made it difficult to receive scientific 
information about COVID-19, the way it spread, and the protection and treatment 
measures. Many Rohingyas failed to realize the actual danger of COVID-19 by 
doubting its existence. Moreover, religious misconceptions and misbeliefs hindered 
awareness activities.
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Government of Bangladesh

Actors
� UN organizations

� International humanitarian agencies

� National humanitarian agencies

� Local NGOs

Actors (GO)
� Public Administration

� Bangladesh Army

� Bangladesh Police

� Border Security Force

� District health administration

Obstacles and challenges
� Lockdown and restrictions

� Supply disruption

� High-density and congested 

living environment

� Ignorance, stereotyped beliefs, 

rumor, and misconception

� Uncertainty and panic

� Absence of field-based 

humanitarian workers

� Manpower and resource 
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� Transportation problems

� Inadequate access to water, 

sanitation, and health services 

� Public distrust and 

noncooperation

Actions taken
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Coordination

Cooperation

Extending hospital 

treatment

COVID-19 PC Test

Engagement of 

volunteers and leaders

Actions taken
Planning and response

Cutting non-emergency services 

Introducing health programs and 

services, and building 

infrastructure

Recruitment of humanitarian 

workers

Engagement of Rohingya 

volunteers, Rohingya leaders, 

and general refugees 

Training and engagement

Utilizing existing resources

Awareness programs

Distributing safety equipment

Interagency cooperation and 

collaboration

Enlisting community support and 

building public trust

The outbreak of COVID-19 
in Bangladesh

The outbreak of COVID-19 at 

refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar

Risks, challenges, and 

vulnerabilities of refugees 

Actions of Rohingya volunteers for community 
engagement 

� Counseling, guidance, and motivation

� Teaching and disseminating knowledge

� Sharing information and assessing 

� Helping and volunteering

� Facilitating health services

� Communicating risks 

� Cooperation and collaboration

� Collecting COVID-19 samples and reports

� Visiting households and arranging a meeting

� Distribution of goods and safety equipment

� Strengthening community bond

� Influencing and encouraging

� Networking

� Developing community capacity

� Tracing people with symptoms and runaway patients

� Bridging between health workers and refugees

Outcome/Impact
� Refuting rumors and misconception

� Tackling stigma 

� Development of community 

awareness  

� Knowledge of COVID-19 

� Public behavior change

� Community participation

� Agency-community cooperation 

� Public trust in agency intervention

� Implementation of field-level health 

programs and services

� Collaboration among humanitarian 

workers and Rohingya volunteers

� Low infection and death rate

� The Well-being of affected people 

UN and humanitarian agencies

Fig. 10.1 Community engagement through Rohingya volunteers in COVID-19 pandemic man-
agement at Rohingya refugee camps in Bangladesh
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People said, “What is corona? Corona has not come for Rohingya. The poor are not infected 
with corona”. Others said, “Religious Rohingyas are not infected with corona.” (Respondent 
88, Male refugee and Guard, Save the Children)

In fact, religious prejudice and stereotyped ideas were identified as the strong barri-
ers to COVID-19 campaigns. For example, when a refugee of 65 years was asked to 
explain his views about the lower number of deaths at refugee camps after the first 
wave of COVID-19, he replied:

Nobody died in the camps for Corona. If someone says so, we will not believe it. Corona 
has appeared for those who tortured us. We are oppressed. Allah is saving us. Did you find 
anyone died for Corona? (Respondent 70, Male refugee)

When he was informed about two or three deaths in the camps, he answered:

Those people did not die of corona. It was publicized as Corona’s death. (Respondent 70, 
Male refugee)

Community ignorance, rumors, and panic situations impeded agency efforts to 
deliver general and COVID-19-related health services. Therefore, most Rohingyas 
did not develop public trust in agency interventions and services. Consequently, 
despite health-related complexities, some pregnant women did not visit the hospital 
for the delivery of their babies. Infected patients remaining in the isolation center 
also attempted to run away, considering it a jail for them. People with COVID 
symptoms were not interested in visiting health centers for COVID testing. In addi-
tion, some refugees with COVID-19 symptoms or confirmed COVID patients were 
also stigmatized.

We did not go to the hospital. They (agencies) would confine us there (health centers) treat-
ing us as corona patients. We heard from people that patients were thrown into the sea and 
killed through injection. (Respondent 67, Female refugee)

They (Rohingyas) believe that if they die while being locked there (isolation center), they 
will not be released. They think they (patients) are locked (isolated) for stigma. (Respondent 
2, Male humanitarian worker, Swiss Red Cross)

Being afraid people took treatment from Rohingya doctors (Quacks) instead of going to the 
hospital. They did not go to the hospital for testing since they anticipated that they would be 
sent to other places if identified with corona. (Respondent 68, Male refugee)

10.4.2  Vulnerabilities of Rohingya Refugees to COVID-19

Lockdown, entry restrictions to refugee camps, and cutdown of non-emergency ser-
vices increased the plight of the refugees. The humanitarian workers were largely 
unable to address the vulnerabilities resulting from the COVID pandemic.

We usually provide snacks for one time to the adolescent girl center. We could not organize 
any sessions during COVID time. The girls did not get the food. (Respondent 6, Female 
humanitarian worker, Partners in Health and Development)
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Though there is no official permission for refugees to work, the agencies engage 
them in camp-based activities like road reconstruction, house repairing, food distri-
bution, etc. as paid volunteers. Due to the cutoff of non-emergency activities in 
camps, the refugees lost their income opportunities and failed to purchase some 
food items.

I am a carpenter. When there is construction work in the block, I get a job. I was unem-
ployed during the Corona period. We are suffering. What we get from WFP is not enough 
to survive a whole month. The amount is enough for a small family, but not for a big family. 
(Respondent 65, Male refugee)

Due to the school closure, all children were deprived of education and related ser-
vices offered by humanitarian agencies. Children were only allowed to learn 
Arabic in Moktob (an Islamic institution) when the lockdown was withdrawn. Due 
to the shutdown of schools, the number of child laborers also increased at refu-
gee camps.

As the schools are closed, children are not getting an education. They are playing in dirty 
places with garbage (Respondent 47, Male Rohingya Majhi)

All centers like education or games were closed. We observed a sharp increase in child 
labor in the camps. They were employed in small shops. Because they were free. 
(Respondent 3, Male humanitarian worker, Danish Refugee Council)

The elderly parents, pregnant mothers, and persons with disabilities or health condi-
tions faced some problems, such as difficulties in movement and food collection, 
shortages of medicines, growing fear or distrust of hospital services, and obstacles 
in getting treatment from outside.

The doctors keep us in the hospital suspecting corona if we have a little cough. Therefore, 
we did not send our ill mother to the hospital. Her treatment is ongoing by bringing medi-
cines from outside. (Respondent 57, Male refugee)

My mother has a health problem. We consulted a doctor in Chittagong (150km distance), 
and she advised us to meet her every two months. But we could not go on lockdown. 
(Respondent 53, Male Rohingya volunteer, Save the Children)

10.4.3  Training Refugees for Capacity Development

The humanitarian agencies executed multifarious activities in collaboration with 
refugee communities and other stakeholders. Community engagement was adopted 
as a core strategy to protect the Rohingya refugees. Training, awareness sessions, 
building infrastructure, and distribution of resources and protective equipment were 
the core approaches adopted for pandemic management. The agencies provided 
infrastructure such as handwashing facilities to increase health awareness, extended 
facilities for COVID-19 tests, isolation, quarantine, and treatment, utilized existing 
agency resources for COVID-19-related services, distributed masks, soap, and hand 
sanitizer, and developed a strong community-agency partnership through sharing 
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information and resources, and coordination. The agencies executed these actions 
with the active involvement of the Rohingya leaders, teachers, religious leaders, and 
volunteers of NGOs. Through training and motivation, the refugees were capable of 
doing activities related to pandemic management.

Under the shelter unit, we established some temporary structures for quarantine and isola-
tion. We built many temporary hospitals inside or near the camps to provide services to a 
larger number of infected refugees. (Respondent 13, Male humanitarian worker, IOM)

I learned how to make people aware involving the Majhi, different committees, and guard-
ians. (Respondent 80, Male Rohingya volunteer, World Vision)

The Rohingya volunteers and other Rohingyas were trained to identify COVID-19 
symptoms, what they should do when a person suffers from symptoms and when 
they should go for COVID-19 testing, and how the Rohingya volunteers could help 
the infected persons access treatment and other services. The volunteers were 
encouraged to facilitate agency activities and take responsibility during the absence 
of humanitarian workers at the refugee camps. Their main duties were to develop 
community capacity and resilience, help refugees understand the severity of 
COVID-19, and develop a sense of collective responsibility. NGO workers, with the 
help of volunteers, arranged meetings across the camps to increase community 
awareness and participation.

I took part in three pieces of training for our NGO. They gave us two dustbins, one red for 
collecting disposable things and another green for dried things. COVID-19 has three medi-
cines: masks, washing hands for twenty seconds, and social distancing meaning keeping 
away by three feet. Gathering at a shop and more gatherings at the mosque should be 
avoided. (Respondent 76, Male Rohingya volunteer, World Vision)

Different NGOs taught us from where it (COVID-19) came, how it spread, by whom it 
spread, and how we can save ourselves from the virus. (Respondent 45, Male Rohingya Imam)

10.4.4  Volunteers Involved in Community Awareness Activities

The Rohingya volunteers were taught, guided, encouraged, motivated, and influ-
enced to disseminate updated information, transfer knowledge, make people under-
stand COVID-19 and agency interventions, teach the refugees about health safety 
rules and required actions for COVID-19 infection, distribute health safety equip-
ment, and provide welfare services to the affected families.

I got training about how to survive the corona. We took several awareness sessions about 
COVID-19. We made people understand how we can protect ourselves. Such as, being 
clean, remaining three feet away, using a mask outside, and washing hands three times 
inside and three times outside. Inside means washing before taking food, before cooking 
food, and before feeding the baby. Outside means washing before using the toilet, before 
cleaning the baby, and after sneezing. (Respondent 77, Male Rohingya volunteer, 
World Vision)
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Being trained all Rohingya refugees voluntarily acted for community awareness, 
knowledge dissemination, and volunteering and facilitating COVID-19-related 
health services. They played leading roles in civic engagement through risk com-
munication and information sharing. They visited door to door, disseminated scien-
tific information about COVID-19 and health services, and organized community 
awareness meetings to make people understand about COVID-19, how it can spread 
from one person to another, and what the Rohingyas should do for individual and 
community protection. They encouraged other refugees for community participa-
tion in agency-led services and intervention.

I made people aware. To stay away, not handshake, and wash hands while coming from 
outside. If anyone has a fever, cold, or cough he needs to be taken to the hospital after keep-
ing in a separate room. I took one woman to the hospital. (Respondent 88, Male refugee and 
Guard, Save the Children)

After being trained we took training sessions in the blocks. I also made people aware 
through an individual session. I also helped in maintaining social distancing during food 
distribution. (Respondent 51, Male Rohingya teacher)

The volunteers came to the blocks and made us understand how to wash hands, use a mask, 
wash hands before taking food, and avoid a crowded environment. They gave us masks and 
soap. (Respondent 62, Male refugee)

10.4.5  Changing Public Health Behavior

Rohingya volunteers targeted Rohingya families to change their health behavior, 
stereotyped beliefs, and misconceptions that were risky for COVID-19. They coun-
seled people with scientific and logical information and real-life experiences. They 
motivated and encouraged those people who were indifferent about COVID-19 
despite the symptoms or confirmed COVID-19 patients to receive hospital services.

I referred many people with the symptoms of fever, cold, and cough to hospitals. I made 
them aware after taking several sessions. I made those people understand who told that the 
lockdown had been imposed only to deprive the children of being educated. (Respondent 
51, Male Rohingya teacher)

Initially, people did not go to the hospital fearing corona. They thought that they would be 
kept in hospital for 14 days even if they had not been infected with corona. We arranged 
several awareness sessions with those people. (Respondent 79, Male Rohingya volunteer, 
Dhaka Ahsania Mission)

Initially, people said, “Allah has given us disease, and he will recover us. Corona affects 
only Christians.” I said that the disease came from Allah, but it does not know Christian. 
They believed it after making them understand repeatedly. (Respondent 82, Male Rohingya 
volunteer, Oparojeyo Bangladesh)
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10.4.6  Building Public Trust

The volunteers strived to tackle rumors, misconceptions, stereotyped beliefs, negli-
gence, and non-cooperation by providing updated and scientific information to the 
refugees. The awareness meetings, information sharing, distribution of safety equip-
ment, and helping infected persons and their families by the Rohingya volunteers in 
collaboration with agencies were helpful to refute rumors, tackle misconceptions, 
and build community trust in protective and preventive actions performed by the 
volunteers and other stakeholders.

People initially believed that corona originated from the Mog (Rakhine) and Hindu. But it 
did not infect the Muslims. After making them understand through home visits again and 
again, they begin to believe that disease can infect people of any religion. (Respondent 80, 
Male Rohingya volunteer, World Vision)

There were many misconceptions and rumors. I told people that Corona was a disease from 
Allah. It was a Sunnat of our Prophet (speech of the Prophet Muhammad) to remain clean. 
I made them understand through those to whom they listened. The government and NGOs 
are helping us. (Respondent 51, Male Rohingya teacher)

For those who had a fever, cold, and cough, I sent them to MSF (hospital). I made people 
aware of COVID-19. People listened to us. The community people helped us. (Respondent 
91, Male Rohingya volunteer, HEX)

10.4.7  Facilitating Agency Services

The Rohingyas led by the volunteers and community leaders helped the agencies in 
service delivery, distribution, and facilitating agency services at the refugee camps. 
They closely worked with the healthcare workers in COVID-dedicated hospitals 
and isolation centers. They encouraged and motivated refugees and patients to fol-
low COVID-19-related health safety rules.

I helped many patients in isolation centers. We take all cases. If someone comes for shelter, 
we refer him. If someone has symptoms of fever and cold, we send him/her to the hospital. 
We submit case follow-up. (Respondent 79, Male Rohingya volunteer, Dhaka Ahsania 
Mission)

Some people did not go to the hospital fearing corona. I send them to the hospital after talk-
ing. We also looked after Corona patients in the hospital. (Respondent 85, Male Rohingya 
volunteer, Concern Worldwide)

The volunteers helped vulnerable groups, such as pregnant mothers and elderly 
people, to access agency services and medical treatment. Some volunteers taught 
children voluntarily and inspired other parents to continue educating their children 
at home.
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Some pregnant women visited hospitals with the help of volunteers. I took one pregnant 
woman to MSF hospital. I helped old men carry rice bags during lockdown (Respondent 75, 
Male Rohingya volunteer, Good Neighbor)

I helped some elderly people to reach the hospital. Some could not identify the prescribed 
medicines. I helped them use medicines. (Respondent 44, Male Rohingya volunteer, BRAC)

10.4.8  Bridging Community with Agency Services

The Rohingya volunteers acted as a bridge between community and agency ser-
vices, and they linked the refugees with the available agency services. Thus, they 
worked for active community participation in agency intervention.

Being afraid none was interested in visiting the hospital initially. We organized a program 
named “Pregnant Care.” Now all go. We let the positive patients know about the reports 
(Respondent 72, Male Rohingya volunteer)

People did not want to go to isolation centers fearing that they would be killed. I made them 
realize the matter. (Respondent 45, Male Rohingya Imam)

I sent many people to NGOs to collect masks and soap. I could not help the poor. Here the 
rich and poor are the same. (Respondent 89, Male Rohingya volunteer, Solidarites 
International)

10.4.9  Outcome of Community Engagement 
Through Volunteers

The Rohingyas received scientific information about COVID-19 through the coor-
dinated and collaborative actions of multiple stakeholders involved in risk commu-
nication and awareness programs. Community engagement activities through 
volunteers and refugee leaders significantly reduced rumor, prejudice, and miscon-
ception, changed public health behavior, raised awareness, built public trust in 
pandemic- related public health programs and medical services, developed civic 
responsibilities, and encouraged community participation and cooperation in pro-
grams and services introduced to protect the refugees. For example, due to the 
awareness activities, the refugees now believe that COVID-19 exists, and it can 
infect any person from any religion. After receiving scientific information from the 
volunteers and humanitarian workers, the refugees, who feared visiting the hospital 
earlier, now go to health centers for treatment.

Around ten percent believe that they would not be infected with corona. They say, “The 
foreigners (people from outside Bangladesh) will be infected.” We took several sessions 
with them. Now they know it (COVID-19). (Respondent 83, Male Rohingya volunteer, JCF)

10 COVID-19 and Community-Based Volunteerism: How the Rohingya Volunteers…



226

Corona is a big disease. It can spread quickly from one to another. There will be a fever, 
cold, and cough. We must wash our hands for 20 seconds and keep away from others by 
three feet. If I am infected, I need to stay outside of the home. (Respondent 66, Female 
refugee)

People are obeying COVID-19 rules. Only two to three percent do not follow. (Respondent 
48, Male Rohingya Majhi)

Community engagement activities led by the volunteers were helpful in the devel-
opment of a sense of community among many refugees. This bond encouraged 
them to work collaboratively with different stakeholders to reduce the potential 
risks of COVID-19 and to come forward to help or serve fellow refugees within 
their capacity and limited resources. For example, volunteers and Rohingya leaders 
came forward helping poor and vulnerable groups through fundraising and by facil-
itating their access to emergency services.

I helped patients from other blocks to send them to the hospital. I could not help them with 
money. For those who did not have rice and lentils, I managed them. (Respondent 56, Male 
Rohingya Majhi)

We could not help people by violating lockdown rules. We sent some people outside for 
treatment by collecting money from the community. (Respondent 46, Male Rohingya Imam)

The Majhis were requested to engage the volunteers in collecting relief for the elderly 
people. I also collected relief for old people. (Respondent 49, Male Rohingya teacher)

We struggled to bring the elderly to MSF (hospital) as these are located far away from the 
residence. We three volunteers jointly bring one for health service. (Respondent 58, Male 
refugee)

The Rohingya volunteers and other Rohingyas believe that the agency-community 
collaborative actions led by the Rohingya volunteers and humanitarian workers sig-
nificantly lowered the infection and death rates in refugee camps.

People became aware because of the activities of NGO workers. All practice cleanliness. 
They use masks. They wash their hands with soap. They got the required medicine. People 
were made aware through the miking (Announcing awareness messages using a mobile 
loud speaker) of government and NGOs. That is why Corona patients were not found in our 
camp. (Respondent 89, Male Rohingya volunteer, Solidarites International)

The awareness activities of the government and others were beneficial for us. People obeyed 
the rules and restrictions. So, people did not die in our camps, though many died in other 
countries. (Respondent 71, Male refugee)

Conversely, some Rohingyas explained the causes of low infection and the death 
rate from a religious point of view, though they acknowledge the contributions of 
agency efforts led by the volunteers and humanitarian workers.

The spread of corona in the block is little because of the wishes of Allah. We became aware 
because of the government and NGOs. The government of Bangladesh helped us as they are 
Muslims. (Respondent 47, Male Rohingya Majhi)

It is a miracle of Allah. But obeying some rules is good. We counseled and modified the 
behavior of those who did not follow health rules. (Respondent 85, Male Rohingya volun-
teer, Concern Worldwide)
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The humanitarian workers also argued that the Rohingyas might have strong immu-
nity, but the joint and collaborative activities of all stakeholders and agencies con-
tributed to reducing the spread and controlling the death rate in Rohingya camps.

We did not get many patients in the case of primary prevention. There were fewer patients. 
Since the number of patients was less, we presumed that our awareness programs were suc-
cessful. (Respondent 1, Male humanitarian worker, Relief International)

10.5  Discussion

The primary focus of the study was to explain how Rohingya refugee volunteers 
were engaged in volunteering RCCE (Risk communication and community engage-
ment) activities at refugee camps of Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, and what they did to 
protect the refugee population from the pandemic. Similarly, in response to 
COVID-19, community-based organizations also mobilized volunteers for tracing, 
collecting supplies for epidemic control, providing community services, and build-
ing collaboration with different stakeholders in Zhejiang province of China (Cheng 
et  al. 2020). The World Health Organization also focused on RCCE to control 
COVID-19 transmission. RCCE is a people-centered and community-led approach 
that builds trust and social cohesion, enables community-led response, provides 
information, reinforces community capacity, increases efforts to reduce stigma and 
discrimination, tackles misinformation, and establishes concerted and coordinated 
efforts of organizations—which are vital for arresting the spread of COVID-19 
(World Health Organization 2020b). Recent empirical studies also highlighted the 
contributions of volunteers (Ekzayez et al. 2020; Irandoost et al. 2022; Miao et al. 
2021) to RCCE and the importance of community engagement to manage a pan-
demic (Ha et al. 2021; Larmar et al. 2021; Tam et al. 2022).

After the influx of Rohingya refugees in 2017, different humanitarian agencies 
established and supported volunteer groups, and trained and incentivized them to 
volunteer and facilitate camp-based services in Cox’s Bazar district of Bangladesh 
(Ergül 2020a). The refugees struggled to communicate with the agencies due to 
illiteracy and language barriers. The volunteers played dynamic roles in bridging 
community-agency services (Ergül 2020a). Similarly, Rohingya religious leaders 
were also engaged in community-based programs and community mobilization 
(Ergül 2020b). In fact, humanitarian agencies depended on Rohingya leaders and 
volunteers to ensure community participation in all camp-based activities and ser-
vices. Following the working experience with the volunteers and refugee leaders, 
the Government of Bangladesh, the UN, and other humanitarian agencies empha-
sized community engagement activities through young Rohingya volunteers to 
manage the COVID-19 pandemic and its adverse effects. Moreover, resource crisis, 
absence of a large number of humanitarian workers due to lockdown and movement 
restrictions, Rohingyas’ ignorance and illiteracy, perceived risks of COVID-19, and 
practical challenges of pandemic management at refugee camps made it essential to 
ensure local cooperation for the provision of some emergency services. Hence, the 
Rohingya volunteers were effectively used as a front-line workforce for RCCE 
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activities, executing emergency services through collaboration with health workers, 
building public trust in agency intervention and services, raising civic responsibili-
ties, and changing public health behavior.

Governments, particularly in resource-constrained countries, cannot manage a 
pandemic without citizen involvement. Therefore, community-based volunteer 
groups are involved in pandemic management. In rural Bangladesh, the local and 
central governments failed to manage the COVID-19-related crises, whereas collec-
tive efforts of the local community led by volunteers and community leaders were 
found helpful in addressing those crises (Ahmad et al. 2022). Despite the resource 
crisis and weak capacity of the health system in Syria, the local volunteers effec-
tively worked for community awareness through information campaigns, informa-
tion sharing, and resource mobilization during COVID-19 (Ekzayez et al. 2020). 
Thus, mobilizing volunteer groups through community-based organizations could 
be an effective strategy for pandemic management (Miao et al. 2021). Realizing the 
importance of volunteerism, humanitarian agencies in Cox’s Bazar attempted to 
ensure community participation through the Rohingya volunteers at refugee camps. 
The agencies improved infrastructure and increased capacities for COVID-19 test-
ing, treatment, isolation, and quarantine. However, the refugees were largely 
unaware of public health programs and treatment systems introduced to fight against 
COVID-19. The big challenge was to gain public trust and develop community soli-
darity so that the refugees would come forward and help the humanitarian agencies 
in executing COVID-19 programs and services. Furthermore, they needed to con-
sider COVID-19 as a threat to the Rohingya community. In addition, lockdown and 
movement restrictions complicated the situation and exacerbated the vulnerabilities 
of the refugees to the pandemic. Against this backdrop, the Rohingya volunteers, 
Rohingya leaders (Majhi), religious leaders, and other refugees were trained in 
RCCE, and motivated and encouraged to organize awareness campaigns following 
health safety rules and to help other refugees understand COVID-19, and its preven-
tion and control. After training, the Rohingya volunteers and other Rohingyas 
worked collaboratively with the humanitarian workers and played leading roles in 
raising community awareness, public trust in agency intervention and the services, 
civic responsibilities, and community participation in pandemic management. 
Likewise, the volunteers in Iran also engaged in training, distribution, social and 
mental health support, cooperation with government agencies, and encouraging and 
supporting people to fight against COVID-19 (Irandoost et al. 2022).

Face-to-face campaigns are more effective ways of changing public behavior 
than mass media campaigns during a pandemic (Ryan et al. 2020). Rohingya volun-
teers also acted for community engagement through counseling and guidance, door- 
to- door visits, teaching, knowledge dissemination, community-level meetings, 
helping, volunteering, individual-level motivation, distribution of safety equipment, 
tracing, bridging communities with agency services, and facilitating agency ser-
vices. Conversely, engagement through mass and social media, the use of hotlines, 
and targeting groups were used as key RCCE strategies in Africa (Adebisi et al. 
2021). Effective community engagement strengthens two-way communications and 
community participation and empowers communities (Ergül 2020a). Rohingya vol-
unteers and other Rohingyas also adopted different working strategies to build 
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public trust and community solidarity, strengthen community engagement, and 
overcome the challenges related to community-level non-cooperation and negli-
gence, heightened risks of infection, religious misconception, rumors, stigma, and 
public fear about hospital and isolation services (Islam and Yeasir Yunus 2020). The 
results of this study also corroborate the findings of previous research in pandemic 
management (Galiatsatos et  al. 2020; McElfish et  al. 2021; O’Mara-Eves et  al. 
2015; Ryan et al. 2020; Tam et al. 2022).

Finally, research participants believe that the collaborative actions of agencies 
and Rohingya volunteers help build community trust and disseminate knowledge 
about COVID-19. Their activities encouraged people to follow health safety rules, 
significantly curbed the rate of infection, and lowered the death rate in Rohingya 
camps. However, the study suggests that multidisciplinary research is needed to 
assess the impact of RCCE activities on the rate of infection and death rates at refu-
gee camps in Cox’s Bazar during the pandemic. The study argues that Rohingya 
refugees gained scientific knowledge about COVID-19 and treatment measures, 
developed trust in agency activities related to pandemic management, changed their 
health behavior, followed health safety rules, and got benefits from agency services 
through the community engagement process. The Rohingya volunteers played 
dynamic roles in the whole process of pandemic management, especially during the 
lockdown.

10.6  Limitations of the Study

The generalizability of the findings is subject to some limitations. The samples may 
not represent the whole population since respondents were selected purposively. It 
is also difficult to generalize the findings in other contexts of pandemic manage-
ment. The study might have missed the context related to planning and policy deci-
sions as it did not include high-ranking officials. Furthermore, it did not use 
measurement tools for distinctly evaluating the effectiveness of community engage-
ment activities performed by Rohingya volunteers, though the findings highlighted 
their contributions and explained the outcome of community-agency collaboration 
in pandemic management.

10.7  Conclusion and Policy Implications

This study has identified that civic engagement through community-based volun-
teers was the core strategy for pandemic management in the Rohingya refugee 
camps of Bangladesh. It shows how Rohingya volunteers developed people’s civic 
responsibilities, changed public health behavior, strengthened people’s participa-
tion in health programs, and encouraged the refugees to come forward to protect and 
serve the refugee population during the pandemic. The joint activities of volunteers 
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and other refugees and humanitarian workers helped develop a sense of community 
harmony and strengthen social cohesion in the Rohingya community. Consequently, 
many refugees followed health safety rules and actively participated in health pro-
grams. Thus, the volunteers acted as an integral part of COVID-19-related programs 
and services introduced for Rohingya refugees.

The findings of the study clearly demonstrate that Rohingya volunteers were 
capable of delivering some emergency and non-emergency services at refugee 
camps in the absence of a large number of humanitarian workers during the first 
wave of COVID-19. Lockdown, movement restrictions, and suspension/contraction 
of non-emergency programs in camps affected the life and well-being of the refugee 
community. All agencies recruited local Rohingyas as volunteers and educated 
them about COVID-19 to overcome the problems of manpower shortage, resource 
constraints, community ignorance, misconception, rumors, panic, and heightened 
risks and uncertainty. Rohingya volunteers’ engagement through training, continu-
ous information flow, motivation, and encouragement helped develop their capabili-
ties to work for community participation and execution of agency services. They 
disseminated information about COVID-19, its symptoms, protection, and treat-
ment measures, and helped the refugees access available services. The Rohingya 
volunteers helped people understand rumors and misconceptions about COVID-19 
and counseled the infected persons or people with symptoms for COVID-19 testing, 
treatment, isolation, and quarantine. Thus, the active engagement of Rohingya vol-
unteers was crucial for risk communication and slowing the rate of infection, pro-
viding services to the patients, and executing emergency medical and non-medical 
services at refugee camps.

Overall, the findings of the study strengthen the idea that community-based 
young volunteers could be used as front-line workers during an emergency or pan-
demic like COVID-19. Civic engagement through young Rohingya volunteers was 
used successfully as an exemplary model of pandemic management at the refugee 
settlements of Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. In fact, it is often difficult for humanitarian 
workers to develop social cohesion and solidarity and strengthen civic engagement, 
all of which are crucial for pandemic management in refugee communities. Since 
the Rohingya refugees have distinct culture, ethnic identity, and a common history 
of victimization, humanitarian agencies involved local volunteers to act as gate-
keepers and facilitate people’s participation in agency-led programs and services 
from the very beginning of the refugee crisis at Cox’s Bazar (Ergül 2020a). Later, 
this idea of engaging community-based volunteers was effectively used under the 
guidance of humanitarian workers as a model of pandemic management during 
COVID-19.

The study lays the groundwork for future research into the role of community- 
based volunteers in protecting people from natural and man-made disasters in any 
location. A further study using a mixed methods approach could be carried out to 
assess the impacts of the actions performed by the Rohingya volunteers in strength-
ening community bonds and social cohesion, and encouraging civic engagement for 
pandemic management, and how those actions contributed to slowing the infection 
rate at refugee camps during the pandemic. Despite the study’s limitations, the 
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findings have several implications for future practice in refugee camps. Policymakers 
and international humanitarian agencies can mobilize local volunteers for active 
civic engagement and multistakeholder collaboration during an emergency.
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11.1  Introduction

Research on children’s well-being (“children’s evaluations of their lives—the degree 
to which their thoughtful appraisals and affective reactions indicate that their lives 
are desirable and proceeding well,” Diener et al. 2015, 234) is vital for evidence- 
based policies. That is why Grand Challenges such as the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) consider well-being as one of the key policy goals (see 
Goal No. 3—ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages). 
However, countries faced (and are still facing) enormous challenges to meet SDG 
targets because of the COVID-19 pandemic affecting billions of children globally. 
Researchers are gradually shedding light on the harmful effects of the pandemic on 
families and children. These studies are playing a vital role in formulating evidence- 
based policies. However, these studies were conducted predominantly in Western 
and economically developed countries. Even though these studies have significantly 
contributed to our knowledge and understanding of the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on children’s lives, we still know very little about the pandemic’s influ-
ence on children’s well-being in developing countries like Bangladesh, which has 
around 64 million children. This book chapter fills this gap by using the Children’s 
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Worlds Special Survey on the COVID-19 pandemic completed in 2021. This book 
chapter deals with the identification of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
children’s subjective well-being in Bangladesh, utilizing data gathered directly 
from children who assessed different domains of their lives during the pandemic. 
Key research questions are:

 a) What was children’s day-to-day life during the COVID-19 pandemic?
 b) How did children assess different domains or aspects of their lives during the 

pandemic, and was there any difference in that assessment by their gender and 
rural-urban location?

The rest of the chapter is structured in the following way. Section 11.2 gives a short 
overview of Bangladesh during the COVID-19 pandemic. This contextual informa-
tion will be helpful to understand the findings of the study. Section 11.3 discusses 
the methods used in this research. Section 11.4 presents the study’s results, while 
Sect. 11.5 deals with the key findings in the context of different theories of subjec-
tive well-being and previous empirical studies. Section 11.6 draws policy messages 
for improving children’s well-being in the post-pandemic recovery phase. Section 
11.7 acknowledges some limitations and puts forward some suggestions for future 
studies. Section 11.8 contains a short conclusion.

11.2  Bangladesh

11.2.1  Macro-Level Context

Bangladesh, a relatively new country in South Asia, became independent in 1971. 
The country covers an area of 147,570 square kilometers with a massive population 
of above 161 million, making it one of the most densely populated (1077 people per 
square km) countries in the world. With almost 28% of people less than 15 years old 
and another 20% aged 15–24 years, Bangladesh can be characterized as a youth- 
populated country as nearly half of its population is less than 25 years old.

Most of the people are Muslims (around 89.35%), and the rest are Hindus 
(9.64%), Buddhists (0.57%), and Christians (0.27%), while other minorities con-
stitute a small portion (0.17%). Although Bengali people constitute 98% of the 
population, the remaining 2% of the population comes from non-Bengali back-
grounds. Around 34% of Bangladeshi people live in urban settings. The literacy 
rate, as defined by those who can read and write at the age of 15 years is approxi-
mately 61%.

Childhood inequality in Bangladesh is evident in crucial aspects of children’s 
lives, and the key influencers are gender, location, region, wealth, ethnicity, and 
religion. In a recent report by Save the Children (Geoghegan 2018) Bangladesh 
scored 701 out of 1000 points, improving by 21 points primarily due to enhanced 
school-going behaviour. Nevertheless, her overall rank out of 175 countries is just 
130th, which is disappointing due to poor performance in seven factors like school 
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dropout rate, child labor, violence against children, under-5 mortality, child malnu-
trition, child marriage, and adolescent pregnancy. The same report also opines that 
44% of the teenagers in Bangladesh get married before turning 20 years of age. 
Nearly 3.5% of the children fail to reach their fifth birthday. However, according to 
UNESCO, school dropout rates have significantly reduced by 36 percentage points 
over the last 5 years. Despite all the development in the primary education level, 
many children remain outside the formal schooling system in Bangladesh.

11.2.2  Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

The timeline of COVID-19 in Bangladesh can be classified into six phases. In phase 
one, COVID-19 arrived in Bangladesh from January 2020 to March 2020, followed 
by the first wave and General Holiday or lockdown from March 2020 to May 
2020 in phase two (IEDCR 2020). The third and the fourth phase continued from 
June 2020 to December 2020 and from December 2020 to March 2021. In the fifth 
phase, we had the second wave spanning from March 2021 to May 2021, followed 
by the third and the final wave from May 2021 to August 2021.

The COVID-19 outbreak, in general, and general holidays or lockdowns, in par-
ticular, harmed the lives of the most vulnerable and physically challenged children. 
This includes loss of family income, disruption of their access to healthcare ser-
vices, education, and overall physical (free from physical violence and punish-
ments) and mental (social interaction with friends, relatives, and well-wishers, free 
from fear, anxiety, and worry) well-being (Hussain and Al Mamun 2020; Islam 
et al. 2020; Save the Children n.d.).

The nature of the lockdown in Bangladesh was minimal, and it was limited to 
social distancing, wearing of masks, and closure of educational institutions and 
other offices, but only on a limited scale. The readymade garments industry went 
through lockdown only for a limited time, which paved the way for earning foreign 
exchanges through export. Apart from educational institutions, the lockdown was 
softer, which helped Bangladesh fight against recession and move towards recovery 
within the shortest possible time. Due to digital inequality, Bangladeshi children 
from lower-income families attached to the public school system were severely 
affected during school closures. Their education was not adequately replaced by 
online teaching as it was in English medium schools where students come from a 
relatively affluent part of society.

Like other developing countries, the coronavirus pandemic has significantly 
affected Bangladesh’s economy. Many garment factories, mills, poultry industries, 
markets, and shopping malls were closed following the introduction of the social 
distance policy. The amount of remittance, the core of Bangladesh’s economy, also 
decreased due to this catastrophe (Islam et al. 2020). Eighty-one of 121 children in 
a study reported in their telephone interviews that their family income stopped due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Sixty-four percent of the same group also mentioned a 
severe food crisis in their household during the coronavirus period (Save the 
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Children, n.d). According to another study, about 72% of respondents experienced 
decreased household income due to reduced informal work and unpaid leave 
(iMMAP 2022).

11.3  Methods

Initially, we planned to survey 1370 children of 10–12 years of age located in three 
regions or districts of Bangladesh. The districts were selected based on a conve-
nient sampling procedure. However, these districts represent three zones: Barishal 
from the Southern part of Bangladesh, Rajshahi from the North-west and 
Moulvibazar from the North East. We used this approach to use the existing net-
work of a previous survey (wave 3) carried out for Children’s World, but the respon-
dents were not necessarily the same. These three areas were close to the areas of our 
Co-investigators. This process facilitated the data collection during this catastrophic 
pandemic. However, we had to postpone the data collection at one stage and convert 
the survey to an online platform to avoid COVID-19 transmission. For paper-based 
versions, the professional network was used to locate school teachers to facilitate 
access to children. The three zones represent village, sub-urban, and city settings 
(Table 11.1).

Our original decision was to conduct the whole survey on a face-to-face basis. 
After completing some interviews, the second wave of COVID-19 hit Bangladesh, 
and the country went under lockdown for a considerable period. It was not clear 
when restrictions would be lifted. There was tremendous uncertainty about face-to- 
face data collection because of the lockdown, so it was decided to start data collec-
tion online during the lockdown period (2nd wave). Almost 2 weeks after launching 
the online survey, lockdown restrictions were gradually lifted, however, schools 
were still shut down. Taking help from school teachers, we conducted face-to-face 
interviews with some students when they visited schools to collect their homework 
on selected dates only.

Although some children from other regions in the country participated in the 
online survey, most of the children who took part in the online version came from 
large cities (mainly Dhaka—the capital city). The total number of children who 

Table 11.1 Distribution of respondents by region and mode

Region
Data collection mode

TotalInterviews Online

Barishal district (Southern part of Bangladesh) 350 0 350
Rajshahi district (North-West of Bangladesh) 360 0 360
Moulvibazar district (North-East of Bangladesh) 350 0 350
Dhaka city (and a few other regions) 0 310 310
Total 1060 310 1370

Source: Sample survey
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Table 11.2 Distribution of children in the survey by their gender and age (%)

Gender 10 year-old 11 year-old 12 year-old Totala

Girl 174 (54.0) 231 (51.0) 275 (48.0) 680 (50.0)
Boy 151 (46.0) 218 (49.0) 304 (52.0) 673 (50.0)
Total 325 (100) 449 (100) 579 (100) 1353 (100)

aMissing Cases = 17
Source: Sample survey

completed the online survey was 310 (22.6%). Active consent was sought from both 
children and their parents or guardians before data collection started.

Table 11.2 compiles the age and gender distribution of the children who took part 
in the survey. It is observed that an equal number of boys and girls participated in 
the survey. In a Bengali medium set-up, 10 year old children belong to class five, 11 
year old children are in class six, and 12 year old children are in class seven. We 
tried to keep the distribution balanced across age groups and gender.

11.4  Results

11.4.1  Children’s Daily Life During COVID-19 Pandemic

In response to the questions that describe children’s situation during the COVID-19 
pandemic, more than eight out of ten children reported that their local area (city/
town/village) was under lockdown for many days (Table 11.3). Almost nine out of 
ten children acknowledged that they could not attend school for many days due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Around two-thirds of children reported having to stay 
home for many days during the pandemic. Almost one-third of the children reported 
being extra careful because they had someone at home who was at high risk of get-
ting ill if they got infected with COVID-19. Regarding the spread of the disease, 
almost four out of ten children reported that they knew someone in their neighbor-
hood or in their circle of friends who became infected with COVID-19. Just over 
one in ten children said that they or somebody at home had a COVID-19 infection.

The results presented in Table  11.4 suggest that almost all children (96%) 
reported that their school was closed during lockdown. Over two-thirds of chil-
dren (68.5%) reported staying home all day because of the Coronavirus. Slightly 
fewer than one in five children (17.4%) indicated that at least one of their parents 
was forced to stop working and did not receive monetary assistance from the gov-
ernment. Almost half of the children (51.5%) reported that there were times when 
they were only allowed to leave their homes for a few hours during the day because 
of the fears of contracting the Coronavirus. Only a small number of children 
(4.1%) reported that their family had to move to another home during the 
pandemic.
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Table 11.3 Children’s responses to questions describing their situation during the pandemic (%)

Situation during the pandemic Yes No Not sure

Everybody in my city/town/village was in lockdown for many days 
(N = 1353)

84.0 11.6 4.4

I or somebody in my home got infected with coronavirus (N = 1353) 12.5 84.7 2.8
Somebody in my family (not living with me) got infected with 
coronavirus (N = 1353)

12.5 82.6 4.9

Somebody I know got infected with coronavirus (e.g.: From my 
neighbourhood or in a friend’s family) (N = 1353)

39.2 50.5 10.3

At home we had to be very careful because somebody was considered 
at high risk of getting very sick if they got infected with the coronavirus 
(N = 1353)

33.0 62.7 4.3

I had to stay at home for many days (N = 1353) 66.5 32.2 1.3
I could not attend school for many days (N = 1353) 91.6 7.9 0.5

Source: Sample survey

Table 11.4 Children’s responses to questions describing their situation during the pandemic (%)

Statements describing the pandemic situation to the children Yes No Not sure

My family had to move to another home 4.1 93.6 2.3
At least one of my parents was forced/had to stop working and receive 
money from the government

6.0 89.7 4.3

At least one of my parents was forced to stop working and did not 
receive money from the government

17.4 72.0 10.6

My school was closed during lockdown 96.1 3.8 0.1
There were times when I had to be in my home all day (including the 
garden, yard, or balcony, if you have) because of the coronavirus

68.5 29.6 1.8

There were times when I was only allowed to leave my home for a few 
hours during the day because of the coronavirus

51.5 45.3 3.2

Source: Sample survey

11.4.2  Children’s Assessment of Different Domains of their 
Life During the Pandemic

In addition to asking children to evaluate their life as a whole (see Fig. 11.1), the 
survey asked questions about 12 specific aspects of their life—their satisfaction 
with (1) the people they live with, (2) the house they live in, (3) area they live, (4) 
feeling safe, (5) their friends, (6) time use, (7) appearance, (8) things they have or 
material possession, (9) freedom, (10) future, (11) how adults listen to them, and 
(12) their health. Children were asked to rate their happiness in each aspect of their 
life using an 11-point scale where ten represents “totally satisfied,” and 0 means 
“not at all satisfied.”

The mean scores in Fig. 11.1 suggest that children had the highest satisfaction 
(mean = 8.4) with the people they lived with, followed by the house they lived in 
(mean = 7.7), how safe they felt (mean = 7.6), the area they lived in (mean = 7.4), 
things they had (mean = 7.4), health (mean = 7.4). The aspect of their life in which 
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Fig. 11.1 Children’s level of satisfaction (mean score) in different aspects of their lives. Source: 
Sample survey

they appeared to be less satisfied was the way they used their time (lowest mean 
score of 6.7), friends (mean score = 6.8), future prospect (mean = 6.8), and how 
adults listened to them (mean = 6.8). This simple analysis shows that although these 
children are happy with some aspects such as family relationships, house, etc., there 
are certain areas in their lives where they are less happy and require support.

11.4.2.1  Gender Difference in Children’s Assessment of Different 
Domains of their Life During the Pandemic

Further analysis of the data in Table 11.5 revealed that out of the 12 domains covered 
in the study, there was no statistically significant gender difference in children’s rat-
ing on nine aspects of their lives. However, a statistically significant gender differ-
ence was observed in three areas during the pandemic: the people the children lived 
with, the things children had, and how the children were listened to by adults. In all 
these three areas, girls reported to have significantly lower satisfaction than boys.

11.4.2.2  The Rural-Urban Difference in Children’s Assessment 
of Different Domains of their Life During the Pandemic

Table 11.6 presents the results of the analysis of children’s assessment of different 
domains of life by their area of living (rural-urban) during the pandemic. Out of 12 
aspects of life, rural children were significantly less satisfied in seven areas. These 
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Table 11.5 Gender difference in self-assessed satisfaction with different domains of life during 
the COVID-19 pandemic

Domains (satisfaction with)

Gender (mean score, 
0–10 scale)

T-test
Effect 
(Cohen’s d)Girl Boy

The people you live with 8.24 8.49 −1.73* 2.62
The house you live in 7.72 7.79 −0.46 2.94
The area where you live 7.38 7.42 −0.23 3.00
About how safe you feel 7.58 7.55 0.13 2.91
Your friends 6.93 6.74 1.09 3.14
How do you use your time 6.75 6.69 0.33 3.13
The way you look 7.32 7.25 0.40 3.09
The things you have 7.27 7.6 −2.03* 2.95
The freedom you have 7.17 7.36 −1.17 3.07
What may happen later in your life 6.72 6.86 −0.78 3.21
How you are listened to by adults in general 6.63 6.99 −2.02* 3.21
Your health 7.46 7.39 0.46 3.02

Notes: * p < 0.05
Source: Sample survey

Table 11.6 Rural-urban difference in self-assessed satisfaction with different domains of life 
during the COVID-19 pandemic

Domains (satisfaction with)

Area of living (mean 
score, 0–10 scale)

T-test
Effect 
(Cohen’s d)Urban Rural

The people you live with 8.49 8.23 1.78* 2.62
The house you live in 8.07 7.43 3.98*** 2.92
The area where you live 7.64 7.15 3.01*** 2.99
About how safe you feel 7.82 7.30 3.27*** 2.90
Your friends 6.80 6.77 0.79 3.14
How you use your time 6.78 6.66 0.70 3.13
The way you look 7.38 7.19 1.15 3.09
The things you have 7.64 7.23 2.57** 2.95
The freedom you have 7.27 7.27 0.01 3.07
What may happen later in your life 7.05 6.52 3.08*** 3.20
How you are listened to by adults in general 6.81 6.82 −0.05 3.22
Your health 7.52 7.28 1.79* 3.02

Notes: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 (one-tailed)
Source: Sample survey

were (a) people they lived with, (b) their home, (c) area of living, (d) safety, (e) 
learning at school, (f) future, and (g) health. The remaining five areas in which no 
significant difference was observed were (a) friends, (b) time use, (c) appearance, 
(d) freedom, and (e) listening by adults.

H. Goswami et al.



245

11.5  Discussion

The key aim of this chapter was to describe children’s experiences during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and examine the impact of the pandemic on children’s well- 
being in Bangladesh by surveying 10–12 year old school children who assessed 
different aspects of their lives during the pandemic in this international survey. This 
section discusses the key findings in the light of conventional theoretical underpin-
nings of well-being and other applied research in this area.

The preventive measures, such as lockdown of local areas and school closures 
undertaken to stop the virus spreading, affected almost all children who participated 
in the study. Their daily life was affected as they could not attend school and had to 
confine themselves at home for many days. One of the children’s most significant 
challenges was to continue learning from home. The far-reaching negative impact of 
this on their future learning and development is yet to be assessed. Some studies 
found the disastrous effect of the pandemic on emotional development (Pearcey 
et al. 2020), mental health and physical development (Bento and Dias 2017), and 
readiness for school (Nicholls et al. 2020; Tracey et al. 2022).

Although not many children reported being infected by the virus in this research, 
the spread in their community was evident from their reporting of the virus among 
people in their neighborhood and circle of friends. This has also affected the daily 
life of some children, especially those with family members in the high-risk health 
category. These children had to be extra careful about the virus because of higher 
COVID-19 death rates among the high-risk groups. Previous studies revealed the 
risk of psychological burden (Rawal et al. 2017) and being stigmatized by others 
(Verberk et al. 2021) for family members living with COVID-19 patients and receiv-
ing care in the intensive care unit (ICU) or at home.

This study also found evidence of disruption in children’s family economy. Many 
children (17%) reported that their parents lost their jobs, and these families did not 
get government support during the pandemic. Although developed countries adopted 
many policies, for example, the Furlough scheme in the UK to support families dur-
ing the pandemic, children from lower and lower-middle-income countries, e.g., 
Bangladesh, went through economic hardship, which is likely to have a more pro-
longed negative impact on their well-being as they grow up. Choi et al.’s (2019) 
research demonstrated that children who experienced economic disadvantages and 
early childhood adversity had adverse behavioral outcomes during adulthood. Other 
studies, e.g., Walker et al. (2011) and Halfon (2014), provide evidence on the nega-
tive impact of living in poverty during childhood on adolescents’ educational attain-
ment and adult health.

In child well-being research, an argument is made for measuring subjective well- 
being in terms of life as a whole and concerning particular aspects or domains of 
life—such as satisfaction with personal relationships. Rees et al. (2010) argue that 
people make judgments of their satisfaction with various aspects of their lives and 
that their overall well-being consists of a summary of these judgments. They further 
add that this approach is beneficial as it can explore how well-being in particular 
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domains contributes to a person’s overall well-being. This can indicate aspects of 
people’s lives requiring further attention to improve their overall well-being. When 
this framework was applied to evaluate children’s satisfaction in 12 different aspects 
(people they live with, the house they live in, the area they live, feeling safe, their 
friends, time use, appearance, things they have or material possessions, freedom, 
future, how adults listen to them, and their health) during the pandemic, children 
were found to be distinctively less satisfied in four areas: time use, friends, future 
prospect, and how adults listened to them. This suggests that more attention is 
required in these four areas to improve children’s overall well-being in the post- 
pandemic recovery phase.

A simulation study by Rahman and Sharma (2021) found that the fifth graders’ 
reading proficiency is expected to decline significantly due to school closure. 
Although some research, e.g., Evans et al. (2020) reported that the COVID-19 pan-
demic brought positive outcomes for families in terms of relationships with family 
members during the pandemic, parents in Singapore reported a more significant 
impact of COVID-19 reflected in higher stress, harsher parenting, and less closeness 
to their children (Chung et al. 2022). The results of the longitudinal study shed fur-
ther light on this complex relationship. Family chaos during that period was also 
associated with increased conflict between children, parents, and siblings (Cassinat 
et al. 2021).

One of the significant areas of impact of the pandemic in this research was found 
to be on children’s relationships with friends. In Larivière-Bastien et al.’s (2022) 
research, children missed their friends more than anything else during the pandemic. 
Evaluating children’s perspectives, they argued that friendships cannot be replaced 
by family relationships, fun leisure activities at home, relationships with pets, or 
virtual communication. Research found that children’s relationships with friends 
had the second highest effect (after family relationships) on their overall well-being 
(Goswami 2012). As children reach their mid-childhood, relations with friends 
become increasingly important. For children, friendship positively impacts social- 
emotional development (Pianta 2006). Getting on with friends is crucial for children 
because social reinforcement usually comes from peers, influencing their subjective 
well-being (Holder and Coleman 2009). Unlike adults, who have different plat-
forms for interaction with friends, children have limited options, and these are 
mostly confined to school contexts and other settings arranged by adults. Extended 
closure of schools and other organized group activities meant these options were not 
available to most children, hindering their interaction with friends.

In this study, girls reported experiencing lower levels of satisfaction with time 
use and learning at home during the pandemic than boys. This finding supports the 
theories of subjective well-being and the well-established fact of gender inequali-
ties. According to livability theory (Tay and Diener 2011; Veenhoven and Ehrhardt 
1995), the societal system can either hinder or promote subjective well-being. 
Women would be less satisfied if they were in a disadvantaged position globally 
(Cassondra Batz-Barbarich et al. 2018).

Although the rural children in Bangladesh were significantly less satisfied with 
their homes, area of living, safety, learning at school, and future during the 
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pandemic, the result may not be apparent in other countries because the definitions 
of rural and urban areas may not be the same in other countries. Rural residents have 
higher levels of subjective well-being (Cummins et al. 2003; Goswami et al. 2023). 
However, in other studies, urban residents have higher levels of subjective well- 
being than their rural counterparts (Goswami 2021; Millward and Spinney 2013; 
Murray et al. 2004). This happiness differential may result from rural-urban dispar-
ity in the level of economic development (Easterlin et al. 2011). The rural-urban 
divide in terms of road infrastructure, electric power availability, health care, trans-
portation, and mobile phone signal strength all of which are limited to children liv-
ing in rural areas in Bangladesh, and these might be considered as some reasons that 
explain why rural children reported lower levels of satisfaction.

11.6  Policy Implications

This chapter illustrated school children’s lives during the COVID-19 pandemic in 
Bangladesh when they experienced minimum mobility even in their own neighbor-
hood. To check their satisfaction level, we used their assessment by asking them 
directly about what happened to them during the crisis period. These lived experi-
ences of children during the pandemic are vital for policies targeted to improve 
children’s well-being in the post-pandemic recovery phase. Since children reported 
having the lowest level of satisfaction with how time was spent, relationships with 
friends, their future prospects, and how adults listened to them during the pandemic, 
these four aspects of children’s lives require more attention (and investments). The 
needs of boys should also be addressed as they reported significantly lower satisfac-
tion with their material possessions and how adults listened to them.

Further to this gender dimension, girls’ requirements also need to be addressed 
especially since they reported a greater degree of reduction in satisfaction with the 
way they spent their time and their learning at home during the pandemic. Rural 
children’s well-being also needs to be addressed by giving special attention to the 
areas where they reported being less satisfied: home, area of living, safety, learning 
at school, and future. These rural children also reported a more significant reduction 
in overall well-being during the pandemic. To sum up, any future policy initiative to 
improve children’s well-being in Bangladesh must prioritize rural children and 
design gender-based interventions in children’s material possessions, ways adults 
listen to children, how children spend time, and their learning at home.

11.7  Limitations and Future Directions

Despite many strengths, including a child-friendly questionnaire, asking children 
directly about their experience during the pandemic, a good sample size, and equal 
representation of children by gender, our study has the following limitations.
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First, the convenience sampling method of collecting data only from four regions 
has its limitations of underrepresenting other areas of the country. Therefore, a com-
prehensive study covering all the diverse regions is desired. The online responses 
should not be treated equally with face-to-face methods in normal times. Second, 
this study only covered children within the age bracket of 10–12 so it is not repre-
sentative of all children.

Third, the samples are drawn mainly from mainstream Bengali medium schools 
except for the online portion. Therefore, at least in the face-to-face part, a section of 
the student population from English medium schools and faith-based schools like 
Madrassas are not included. Future studies need to address the issues of those 
groups as well for a more comprehensive picture of factors associated with chil-
dren’s experiences and subjective well-being during the pandemic in Bangladesh. 
Finally, this study is based on a cross-sectional design. Therefore, it does not pro-
vide evidence of causal links between the pandemic and children’s well-being. 
Longitudinal data is needed to test and establish the causal connections.

11.8  Conclusion

Promoting wellbeing is a key Sustainable Development Goal (Goal No. 3). However, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has seriously affected children’s wellbeing and education 
worldwide. According to UNICEF, 37 million children in Bangladesh had their 
education disrupted by one of the world’s longest pandemic school closures 
(543 days). Following the children’s rights perspective, this research examined the 
lives of 10–12 years old children by allowing them to rate their lives during the 
pandemic. Among 12 different aspects of life i.e., their satisfaction with (1) the 
people they live with, (2) the house they live in, (3) the area they live, (4) feeling 
safe, (5) their friends, (6) time use, (7) appearance, (8) things they have or material 
possession, (9) freedom, (10) future, (11) how adults listen to them, and (12) their 
health examined in the study, the children were less satisfied in four specific areas 
during the pandemic. These were (a) time use (lowest mean score of 6.7), (b) friends 
(mean score = 6.8), (c) future prospects (mean = 6.8), and (d) how adults listened to 
them (mean = 6.8). Moreover, results of gender and rural-urban differential in chil-
dren’s quality of life during the pandemic provided crucial policy insights for 
addressing inequality in children’s education and wellbeing in the post-pandemic 
phase in Bangladesh.
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Chapter 12
Children’s Profiles of Subjective 
Well- being Change During the COVID-19 
Pandemic and Its Correlates: 
A Multi- national Study

Oliver Nahkur and Karoliine Zarina

12.1  Introduction

COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the lives of everyone, particularly children 
(Folostina and Iacob 2021). As a response to the COVID-19 pandemic, most coun-
tries in the world implemented social-distancing measures and ordered the lock-
down of all residents—including school closures in approximately 114 countries 
affecting more than 1.2 billion children (Zhu et al. 2021)—to slow the rate of trans-
mission, ease the pressure on the healthcare system, and protect at-risk populations 
(Armitage and Nellums 2020). It changed children’s everyday lives completely and 
the sudden and unexpected situation disrupted their usual routines (Stoecklin et al. 
2021), having an impact on children’s well-being that are currently not well under-
stood (Engel de Abreu et  al. 2021). Current studies analyzing the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on children mainly focus on their mental health, indicating 
that mental health problems have increased since the beginning of the pandemic 
(e.g., Loades et  al. 2020). For example, anxiety, including Coronavirus anxiety, 
depression, and post-traumatic symptoms have been observed in children and ado-
lescents (Mondragon et  al. 2021; Zhu et  al. 2021). There are also some studies 
assessing the impact on children’s well-being via parent ratings (e.g., Neubauer 
et al. 2021), but there is less evidence on how the pandemic impacts were reflected 
in children’s overall subjective well-being. Moreover, as the stringency of social- 
distancing measures varied between countries—e.g., in some countries, children 
could leave home for sports or walks with their parents or guardians, whilst in other 
countries these activities were prohibited (Garcia 2020)—it is important to study 
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the change of children’s overall subjective well-being multi-nationally. Previously, 
predominantly single country studies have been conducted, showing that children’s 
subjective well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic decreased (Kirsch et  al. 
2020; Magson et al. 2021; Mitra et al. 2021; Steinmayr et al. 2022; von Soest et al. 
2020) or did not change (Choi et al. 2021) during the first wave of the pandemic. To 
our knowledge, there is only one multi-national study (Savahl et al. 2022), briefly 
describing the change of children’s overall subjective well-being during the 
COVID-19 pandemic based on country means. To understand the impacts of the 
pandemic on children’s overall subjective well-being and its change more thor-
oughly, it is important to go further from “country means” analyses and use chil-
dren’s “profiles of change” approach (e.g., previously used by Nahkur and Kutsar 
2022). According to this approach, some children may have had predominantly 
negative or positive experiences, while some had both, and overall, their subjective 
well-being decreased, increased, or did not change much, respectively.

Moreover, to better understand the impacts of the pandemic on children’s subjec-
tive well-being and its change, it is important to explore the correlates of children’s 
subjective well-being change. There are some single country studies showing that 
children’s social distancing experience (Magson et al. 2021), pandemic-related anx-
iety (Magson et al. 2021; von Soest et al. 2020), but also fulfillment of their psycho-
logical needs (Kutsar and Kurvet-Käosaar 2021; Magson et al. 2021; Mitra et al. 
2021) can be important factors contributing to the change of children’s subjective 
well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic. In this paper, by taking the “profiles of 
change” approach, we aim to explore multi-nationally the change of children’s 
overall subjective well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic, including the role of 
social distancing experience, pandemic-related anxiety, and psychological needs 
fulfillment in this. Similarly to Savahl et al. (2022), we use International Children’s 
Worlds COVID-19 Supplement Survey data collected in 2021 from approximately 
20,000 children primarily aged 9–13 years from 16 countries across four continents. 
To our knowledge, this is the first such quantitative study based on such a large- 
scale multi-national sample.

12.2  Children’s Subjective Well-being and Its Determinants

12.2.1  The Concept of Children’s Subjective Well-being

Children’s subjective well-being is a multifaceted construct that includes hedonic 
and eudaimonic well-being (Diener 1984; Gröndal et al. 2021; Kesebir and Diener 
2008; Soffia and Turner 2021). Hedonic well-being is based on children’s experi-
ences, perceptions, and evaluations of those experiences, comprising children’s 
longer-term cognitive evaluations of their lives as a whole (e.g., overall life satisfac-
tion) and reports on affective well-being such as frequent experience of positive 
emotions and infrequent occurrence of negative emotions (Diener 1984). Eudaimonic 

O. Nahkur and K. Zarina



255

well-being is not an outcome but a process of fulfilling one’s true self, which can be 
associated with one’s sense of meaning and purpose (Soffia and Turner 2021). Thus, 
subjective well-being is measured multidimensionally. In this paper, we focus on 
the pandemic impact on the hedonic component of children’s subjective well-being 
by analyzing their overall happiness change before and during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. We argue that overall happiness—e.g., “Thinking about your life now during 
the Coronavirus, how happy are you with your life as whole?”—is not a pure affec-
tive nor cognitive measure. Although “happy” refers to affective well-being, in this 
question children evaluate their life as whole in a longer-term perspective, making 
it more similar to cognitive well-being measures.

12.2.2  Previous Evidence About the Change of Children’s 
Overall Subjective Well-being During 
the COVID-19 Pandemic

There is little previous research on the change of children’s overall subjective well- 
being during the COVID-19 pandemic. Mainly the change of children’s overall sub-
jective well-being has been explored during the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic 
in single country studies, e.g., longitudinally in Norway (von Soest et  al. 2020), 
Germany (Steinmayr et  al. 2022), Australia (Magson et  al. 2021), South Korea 
(cross-cohort study by Choi et  al. 2021), and cross-sectionally in Luxembourg 
(Kirsch et  al. 2020) and Canada (Mitra et  al. 2021). Some of these studies have 
focused on overall cognitive (Choi et  al. 2021; Magson et  al. 2021) or affective 
(Mitra et al. 2021) subjective well-being, but some on both (Kirsch et al. 2020; von 
Soest et al. 2020; Steinmayr et al. 2022). Overall cognitive subjective well-being 
decreased during the first wave of pandemic among children in Oslo, Norway (von 
Soest et al. 2020); 13–16 years-old adolescents in urban area of New South Wales, 
Australia (Magson et  al. 2021); 6–16 years-old children in Luxembourg (Kirsch 
et al. 2020). For example, before the arrival of COVID-19, 96% of Luxembourg 
children were satisfied or very satisfied with their lives but it dropped to 67% during 
the pandemic. Among elementary school (Grades 2 to 4) children in Germany 
(Steinmayr et al. 2022), overall life satisfaction decreased but not on statistically 
significant level. However, a study by Choi et al. (2021) revealed that the life satis-
faction of 9 to 10-year-old South Korean children has not changed compared to the 
time before the COVID-19 pandemic. Overall affective subjective well-being 
decreased during the first wave of pandemic among elementary school (Grades 2 to 
4) children in Germany (Steinmayr et  al. 2022) and 9–15  years-old children in 
Canada (Mitra et al. 2021).

Also, children’s overall cognitive and affective subjective well-being decreased 
between second and third wave of the pandemic in twenty countries across four 
continents (Savahl et al. 2022), including in Estonia (Kutsar et al. 2022). To our 
knowledge, the study by Savahl et al. (2022) is only multi-national study exploring 
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the change of children’s overall subjective well-being during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Based on country means on overall happiness in 2021, overall subjective 
well-being decreased the most in countries such as Bangladesh, Germany, or South 
Africa, while least in Russia, Spain, and South Korea.

Although Engel de Abreu et al. (2021) suggested that girls—supported by the 
findings of Magson et al. (2021) and Kutsar et al. (2022)—and adolescents from 
low-income homes may be especially vulnerable to negative indirect effects of 
COVID-19, Steinmayr et al. (2022) could not confirm gender or socio-economic 
status as a consistent moderator regarding the decrease in subjective well-being.

12.2.3  Children’s Overall Subjective Well-being and Its 
Change During the COVID-19 Pandemic—
What Matters?

There is some previous evidence showing that social distancing experience and 
pandemic-related anxiety can be important factors contributing to the change of 
children’s subjective well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to 
Magson et al. (2021), children in Australia reporting greater adherence to the stay- 
at- home rules reported lower declines in life satisfaction compared to those who 
continued to leave their homes more frequently. Moreover, Australian children with 
high and moderate levels of COVID-19 related distress experienced significantly 
greater decreases in life satisfaction, over time than those with low levels of 
COVID-19 related distress (Magson et al. 2021). Also in Norway, reduced life sat-
isfaction during the COVID-19 restriction period was found to be linked with “con-
cerns about illness and infection” (von Soest et al. 2020). We are not aware of any 
evidence showing the importance of pandemic-related school anxiety in children’s 
subjective well-being change during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Moreover, the needs of relatedness, autonomy and competence—basic psycho-
logical needs that are the foundation of people’s subjective well-being [self- 
determination theory by Ryan and Deci (2000)]—were probably not met due to the 
social-distancing measures, e.g., school, cultural and sports facilities closures, 
social contact restrictions and the need to stay at home during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, resulting in a possible decrease in children’s subjective well-being. There is 
some empirical evidence showing the importance of relatedness in children’s sub-
jective well-being change during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the longi-
tudinal study by Magson et al. (2021), children from New South Wales, Australia 
perceiving high levels of social connection during COVID-19 reported significantly 
higher life satisfaction increase than those feeling socially disconnected during the 
lockdown period. Mitra et al. (2021) found that having a friend to share feelings 
with reduced the likelihood to have low affective well-being for Canadian 
9–15 years-old children. There is also some evidence showing the importance of 
autonomy in children’s subjective well-being change during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The study by Kutsar and Kurvet-Käosaar (2021) revealed that although the 
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children understood the seriousness of the situation, they blamed the rules resulting 
from the pandemic for taking away their freedom and worsening their life satisfac-
tion. We are not aware of any evidence showing the importance of competence in 
children’s subjective well-being change during the COVID-19 pandemic.

12.3  Gaps in Previous Research: Aim and Hypotheses

Children’s subjective well-being change during the COVID-19 pandemic has been 
explored in single country studies (Choi et al. 2021; Kirsch et al. 2020; Kutsar et al. 
2022; Magson et al. 2021; Mitra et al. 2021; von Soest et al. 2020; Steinmayr et al. 
2022). There is only one such multi-national study (Savahl et al. 2022). Based on 
the same data we are using, Savahl et al. (2022) have shown that children’s mean 
overall subjective well-being has decreased in twenty countries across four conti-
nents. However, to understand the impacts of the pandemic on children’s overall 
subjective well-being and its’ change more thoroughly, it is important to go further 
from “country means” analyses and use children’s “profiles of change” approach 
(e.g., previously used by Nahkur and Kutsar 2022). More specifically, first, we are 
interested in how do children’s ‘profiles of change’ vary across countries. Based on 
the results of Savahl et al. (2022), our first hypothesis is:

H1: compared to other countries, “decliners” was most common profile of subjec-
tive well-being change during pandemic in Bangladesh, Germany, and Turkey, 
and ‘no changers’ and “gainers” were most common profiles in South Korea, 
Albania, and Estonia.

Second, we are interested in how do children’s “profiles of change” vary by their 
gender and socio-economic status. Based on the previous evidence (e.g., Engel de 
Abreu et al. 2021; Magson et al. 2021; Kutsar et al. 2022) described in Sect. 12.2.2, 
the next hypotheses are:

H2a: among girls, “decliners” was more, “no changers” and “gainers” less common 
profile of subjective well-being change during pandemic compared to boys;

H2b: “decliners” was more, “no changers” and “gainers” less common profile of 
subjective well-being change during pandemic among children with low com-
pared to high socio-economic status.

Third, we are interested in how do subjective well-being decliners, no changers and 
gainers differ by their social distancing experience, pandemic-related anxiety, and 
psychological needs fulfillment during pandemic. Based on the previous research 
evidence (e.g., Kutsar and Kurvet-Käosaar 2021; Magson et al. 2021; Mitra et al. 
2021; von Soest et al. 2020) and self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci 2000) 
described in Sect. 12.2.3, we hypothesize the following:

H3a: “gainers” experienced social distancing more than “no changers” and 
“decliners”;
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H3b: “decliners” experienced more pandemic-related anxiety than “no changers” 
and “gainers”;

H3c: decliners’ psychological needs were less fulfilled during pandemic compared 
to “no changers” and “gainers”.

Fourth, to offer a new insight to better support children in such exceptional times, 
we are interested if children’s social distancing experience and/or pandemic-related 
anxiety and/or psychological needs fulfillment during pandemic help to explain 
children’s belonging to subjective well-being decliners compared to no changers 
profile. We hypothesize the following:

H4: children’s social distancing experience, pandemic-related anxiety and psycho-
logical needs fulfillment during pandemic help to explain children’s belonging to 
subjective well-being “decliners” compared to “no changers” profile.

12.4  Data and Methods

12.4.1  Data Source and Sample

We include approximately 20,000 primarily 9–13-year old children’s data from 16 
countries across the globe collected in 2021 as part of the International Child Well- 
being COVID supplement Survey. The data was collected mostly between the peaks 
of the second and third wave of the pandemic. The first version of the database 
included children’s data from the following 20 countries: Germany, Turkey, 
Bangladesh, Italy, Albania, Romania, Chile, Wales, Colombia, Taiwan, Belgium, 
Algeria, Israel, South Korea, Indonesia, and Estonia. We excluded South Africa, 
Russia, Finland, and Spain due to the absence of data on some measures that we con-
sidered important.

Data collection methods varied from country to country between pencil and/or web 
survey methods. Due to the difficulties in collecting data from children during the 
COVID-19 pandemic (and during the (semi)lockdown in many countries), in most cases 
representative samples were not achieved. Different sampling methods were used, i.e., 
stratified (in Belgium) or cluster (in South Korea) as representative, and convenience 
(e.g., in Taiwan, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Israel), purposive (in Chile) and snowball (in 
Germany) as non-representative sampling methods. In many cases, only country regions 
were captured. In addition, sample sizes varied broadly from 590 in Germany to 2422 in 
Belgium. The gender distributions were quite even, ranging from 46% girls in Wales to 
55% girls in Albania. This is described in more detail in Appendix Table 12.6.

12.4.2  Measures

We measure the overall subjective well-being before the COVID-19 pandemic with 
children’s subjective retrospective assessments—“Thinking about how your life 
was before the Coronavirus, how happy were you with your life as whole?”; and 
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during the pandemic with “Thinking about your life now during the Coronavirus, 
how happy are you with your life as whole?”. Eleven-point assessment scale was 
used, where 0 was “not happy at all” and 10 “completely happy.” Change of overall 
subjective well-being (SWB) for each child were computed as follows: “SWB 
now”—“SWB before the Coronavirus.” Social distancing experience is measured 
with the agreement of “There were times where I had to be in my home all day 
(including the garden, yard or balcony, if you have) because of the Coronavirus” 
and “I could not attend school for many days.” Under pandemic-related anxiety we 
measure Coronavirus and school anxiety. Coronavirus anxiety is measured with the 
seven-item Fear of COVID-19 psychometric scale, adapted from the adult version 
(Ahorsu et al. 2022). These include the agreement of different statements—e.g., “I 
am afraid of losing my life because of the Coronavirus” and “I cannot sleep because 
I’m worrying about getting the Coronavirus”—using a five-item Likert-type scale 
ranging from 0 = “not at all agree” to 4 = “totally agree.” For each child, the sum of 
the values of these statements were computed, ranging from 0 to 28. School anxiety 
is measured with the question “During the last month, how worried have you been 
about the following things in your life? The changes in my life as a student because 
of the Coronavirus situation,” where 0 was “not at all” and 10 was “very much.” 
Psychological needs fulfilment is measured with the agreement of “I feel alone” 
(relatedness), “I am good at managing my daily responsibilities” (competence), and 
satisfaction with the freedom (autonomy) child has.

12.4.3  Data Analysis

We analyze data to test the hypothesis in three steps. First, to answer the first and 
second hypotheses we examined the percentages of “decliners,” “no changers” and 
“gainers” in subjective well-being by countries, including by gender and socio- 
economic status. To answer the third hypotheses, differences in children’s social 
distancing experience, pandemic-related anxiety, and psychological needs fulfill-
ment are assessed by countries using the Kruskal-Wallis test. When a significant 
difference is found, post-hoc tests are conducted using Mann-Whitney’s U test to 
assess the differences between each pair of the profiles. We use nonparametric tests 
because our variables do not meet normal distribution criteria and the size of the 
profiles differ markedly. To answer the fourth hypothesis, logistic regression analy-
sis by countries is used. Children’s profiles of subjective well-being change—
decliners vs no changers (reference group)—is used as a dependent variable. 
Gainers as least common profile was left out due to the low numbers in many coun-
tries. We used child gender (1 = girls, 2 = boys, non-binary children are excluded 
due to low numbers) and assessment about family socio-economic situation (During 
the last month, how worried have you been about the following things in your life? 
The money my family has during the Coronavirus period; 0-not at all…10-very 
much) as controls. Age of the children were not included as a control as we had data 
mostly for 9–13 years-old children, and in some countries the age range varied only 
one (e.g, only 10-year-olds in South Korea) or two (e.g, only 10-and 12-year-olds in 
Colombia) years.
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12.5  Results

12.5.1  Profiles of Subjective Well-being Change During 
the COVID–19 Pandemic

“Decliners” as the most common profile of subjective well-being change occurred 
in all countries, being most evident in Turkey (79%), Germany (78%) and 
Bangladesh (74%), but it was above the total mean (60%) also in Italy, Romania, 
and South Korea (Table 12.1). In all countries, “no changers” was the second most 
common profile of change, being most evident in Albania, Colombia and South 
Korea, but it was above the total mean (28%) also in Chile, Estonia, Indonesia, 
Israel, and Taiwan. Only in Algeria, the second most common profile of subjective 
well-being change was “gainers”—for 23% of Algerian children the overall subjec-
tive well-being increased during the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, compared 
to other countries, there were relatively more “gainers” in Israel (17%) and Belgium 
(16%), and the proportion of “gainers” was above the total mean (12%) also in 
Estonia, Wales, Colombia, Taiwan, and Chile. Thus, hypothesis 1—“decliners” was 
most common profile of subjective well-being change during pandemic in 
Bangladesh, Germany, and Turkey, and “no changers” and “gainers” were most 
common profiles in South Korea, Albania, and Estonia—is largely confirmed, 
except in the case of “gainers,” as in South Korea and Albania, the proportion of 
“gainers” were not the highest but instead being below the total mean.

Children’s profiles of subjective well-being change varied less by their gender 
and more by their socio-economic status. Hypothesis 2a—“decliners” was more, 
“no changers” and “gainers” less common profile of subjective well-being change 
during pandemic among girls compared to boys—is fully confirmed in Wales, par-
tially confirmed in Algeria, Chile, Estonia, Germany, and Israel, and not confirmed 
in other countries. Among Welsh girls, the proportion of “decliners” was 16% 
higher, “no changers” 11% and “gainers” 5% lower, compared to Welsh boys. In 
Algeria, Chile, Estonia, Germany, and Israel, “decliners” was more and “no chang-
ers” less common profile of change among girls compared to boys. Interestingly, in 
Belgium, “decliners” was more and “no changers” less common among boys, in 
Chile and Colombia, “gainers” was less common among boys. In other countries, 
profiles of subjective well-being change did not vary by gender. Hypothesis 
2b—“decliners” was more, “no changers” and “gainers” less common profile of 
subjective well-being change during pandemic among children with low compared 
to high socio-economic status—is fully confirmed in Algeria and Germany, par-
tially confirmed in all other countries, except in Chile, Colombia, and South Korea. 
In Germany, where the socio-economic differences were most apparent, the propor-
tion of “decliners” were 26% higher, “no changers” 21% and “gainers” 5% lower 
among children with low (“much worry”) compared to high (“no worry”) socio- 
economic status. In all other countries with socio-economic differences, except in 
Indonesia, Israel, and South Korea, “decliners” was more common and “no chang-
ers” less common profile of subjective well-being change among children with low 
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compared to high socio-economic status. Profiles of subjective well-being change 
did not vary by socio-economic status in Chile and Colombia.

12.5.2  Social Distancing Experience, Pandemic-related 
Anxiety, and Psychological Needs Fulfillment by 
Profiles of Subjective Well-being Change During 
the COVID-19 Pandemic

12.5.2.1  Social Distancing Experience by Profiles of Subjective Well-being 
Change During the COVID-19 Pandemic

In Albania, Chile, Colombia, Estonia, Germany, Romania, Taiwan and Wales, there 
were no significant differences in social distancing experience regarding staying 
home and not attending school between “decliners,” “no changers,” and “gainers” 
(Table 12.2).

However, in Algeria, and South Korea, there were significant differences between 
children with different profiles of change in social distancing experience regarding 
staying home and not attending school. In Algeria, for “decliners” it was signifi-
cantly more likely that there were times where they had to be in their home all day 
because of the Coronavirus and they could not attend school for many days com-
pared to “gainers”. In South Korea, for “decliners” it was significantly more likely 
that there were times where they had to be in their home all day because of the 
Coronavirus compared to “gainers” and “no changers”; also for “no changers” com-
pared to “gainers.” Also, for “decliners” in South Korea it was significantly more 
likely that they could not attend school for many days compared to “no changers.”

In Bangladesh, Belgium, and Israel, there were significant differences between 
children with different profiles of change in social distancing experience regarding 
staying home but not regarding not attending school. In Bangladesh, for “decliners” 
and “no changers” it was significantly more likely that there were times where they 
had to be in their home all day because of the Coronavirus compared to “gainers.” 
In Belgium, for “decliners” it was significantly more likely that there were times 
where they had to be in their home all day because of the Coronavirus compared to 
“gainers” and “no changers.” In Israel, for “decliners” it was significantly more 
likely that there were times where they had to be in their home all day because of 
the Coronavirus compared to “no changers.”

In Indonesia, Italy, and Turkey, there were significant differences between chil-
dren with different profiles of change in social distancing experience regarding not 
attending school but not regarding staying home. In Indonesia, for “decliners” and 
“no changers” it was significantly more likely that they could not attend school for 
many days compared to “gainers.” In Italy, for “decliners” it was significantly more 
likely that they could not attend school for many days compared to “gainers.” In 
Turkey, for “decliners” it was significantly more likely that they could not attend 
school for many days compared to “gainers” and “no changers.”
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Table 12.2 Means of social distancing experience (1 = yes, 2 = not sure, 3 = no) by profiles of 
subjective well-being change during the COVID-19 pandemic

Staying home: There were times where I 
had to be in my home all day because of 
the Coronavirus

Not attending school: I could not attend 
school for many days

Decliners
No 
changers Gainers

Kruskal–
Wallis H Decliners

No 
changers Gainers

Kruskal–
Wallis H

Albania 1.4 1.5 1.5 NS 1.3 1.3 1.4 NS
Algeria 1.5G 1.7 1.8 18.8*** 1.5G 1.6 1.6 8.0*
Bangladesh 1.6G 1.6G 2.0 19.0*** 1.2 1.2 1.3 NS
Belgium 1.4G,NC 1.5 1.5 9.3* 1.4 1.4 1.4 NS
Chile 1.4 1.5 1.5 NS 1.2 1.2 1.2 NS
Colombia 1.3 1.3 1.5 NS 1.2 1.2 1.2 NS
Estonia 1.5 1.6 1.6 NS 2.3 2.3 2.4 NS
Germany 1.9 2.2 2.1 NS 1.1 1.1 1.0 NS
Indonesia 1.7 1.7 1.7 NS 1.2G 1.2G 1.4 26.8***
Israel 1.4NC 1.6 1.5 7.0* 1.4 1.4 1.4 NS
Italy 1.8 1.9 1.9 NS 1.0G 1.0 1.1 7.8*
Romania 1.6 1.6 1.6 NS 1.4 1.4 1.5 NS
South 
Korea

1.7G,NC 2.0G 2.3 57.3*** 2.4NC 2.6 2.4 13.6**

Taiwan 1.3 1.4 1.3 NS 2.4 2.4 2.3 NS
Turkey 1.2 1.3 1.5 NS 1.1G,NC 1.2 1.3 11.6**
Wales 1.3 1.3 1.4 NS 1.4 1.3 1.5 NS

Notes: G = significantly (p < 0.05; based on Mann-Whitney test) different from “gainers”; NC = sig-
nificantly different from “no changers”
***p < 0,001; ** p < 0,01; * p < 0,05; NS = not significant
Source: International Children’s Worlds COVID-19 Supplement Survey 2021 (ISCWeB 2023)

All in all, we can conclude that hypothesis 3a—“gainers” experienced social 
distancing more than “no changers” and “decliners”—is not confirmed in any of the 
countries.

12.5.2.2  Pandemic-related Anxiety by Profiles of Subjective Well-being 
Change During the COVID–19 Pandemic

In Estonia and Taiwan, “decliners” had significantly higher Coronavirus and school 
anxiety compared to “gainers” and “no changers” (Table 12.3). In many countries, 
for example in Germany, Israel, Algeria, Romania, Belgium, Wales and Turkey, 
“decliners” had significantly higher Coronavirus and school anxiety compared to 
“no changers.” Also “gainers” had significantly higher Coronavirus anxiety com-
pared to “no changers” in Algeria and Romania, and school anxiety in Wales. 
Surprisingly, in South Korea, “gainers” had significantly higher Coronavirus anxi-
ety compared to “no changers” but also “decliners.” For more detailed results, see 
Table 12.3. All in all, we can conclude that hypothesis 3b—“decliners” experienced 
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more pandemic-related anxiety than “no changers” and “gainers”—is fully con-
firmed in Estonia and Taiwan, partially confirmed in all other countries, except in 
South Korea.

12.5.2.3  Psychological Needs Fulfillment by Profiles of Subjective 
Well- being Change During the COVID–19 Pandemic

Relatedness

In Bangladesh and Estonia, “decliners” significantly more than “gainers” and “no 
changers” agreed that they felt lonely (Table 12.4). In Indonesia and Turkey, “declin-
ers” significantly more than “no changers” agreed that they felt lonely. In Belgium, 
Chile, Israel, and Wales, “decliners,” but also “gainers” significantly more than “no 
changers” agreed that they felt lonely. However, in Algeria, “gainers” significantly 
more than “decliners” agreed that they felt lonely. Also in Romania, and South 
Korea, “gainers” significantly more than “decliners” and “no changers” agreed that 
they felt lonely. In Albania, Colombia, Germany, Italy, and Taiwan, no significant 
differences occurred in loneliness perception between children with different pro-
files of change.

Autonomy

In Colombia, Germany and Turkey, “decliners” were significantly less satisfied with 
the freedom they had compared to “no changers” (Table 12.4). In Chile, “decliners” 
were significantly less satisfied with the freedom they had compared to “gainers” 
and “no changers,” but also “gainers” were less satisfied compared to “no chang-
ers.” However, in Algeria and Romania, “gainers” were significantly less satisfied 
with the freedom they had compared to “decliners” and “no changers,” but also 
“decliners” were less satisfied compared to “no changers.” In Albania, Bangladesh, 
Belgium, Estonia, Indonesia, Israel, Italy, “decliners” and “gainers” were signifi-
cantly less satisfied with the freedom they had compared to “no changers.” In Wales, 
“gainers” were significantly less satisfied with the freedom they had compared to 
“no changers.” In South Korea and Taiwan, no significant differences occurred in 
satisfaction with the freedom between children with different profiles of change.

Competence

Only in Colombia and South Korea, “decliners” significantly more disagreed that 
they are good at managing their daily responsibilities compared to “no changers” 
(Table 12.4). In Albania, Belgium, Chile, Estonia, Germany, Indonesia, Israel, Italy, 
Romania, and Wales, “decliners” and “gainers” significantly more disagreed that 
they are good at managing their daily responsibilities compared to “no changers.” 
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However, in Algeria, “gainers” significantly more disagreed that they are good at 
managing their daily responsibilities compared to “decliners” and “no changers.” In 
Bangladesh, “gainers” significantly more disagreed that they are good at managing 
their daily responsibilities compared to “decliners” and “no changers”; also “declin-
ers” disagreed more than “no changers.” In Turkey, “gainers” significantly more 
disagreed that they are good at managing their daily responsibilities compared to 
“no changers.” In Taiwan, no significant differences occurred in competence per-
ception between children with different profiles of change.

All in all, we can conclude that hypothesis 3c—decliners’ psychological needs 
were less fulfilled during pandemic compared to “no changers” and “gainers”—is 
partially confirmed in Albania, Belgium, Chile, Colombia, Estonia, Germany, 
Indonesia, Israel, Italy, Bangladesh (except competence), Turkey (except compe-
tence), Wales (except autonomy), and not confirmed in Algeria, Romania, South 
Korea, and Taiwan.

12.5.3  Correlates of Children’s Subjective Well-being Decline: 
Regression Analysis

Social distancing experience, pandemic-related anxiety, psychological needs fulfill-
ment, but also gender and socio-economic status as control factors seems to help to 
explain children’s belonging to “decliners” in subjective well-being profile com-
pared to “no changers” the most (Nagelkerke R2 > 0.1) in Germany, Chile, Israel, 
Algeria, Estonia, Wales and Turkey, and least (Nagelkerke R2 < 0.05) in Colombia, 
Bangladesh and Indonesia (Table 12.5). Girls were more likely “decliners in subjec-
tive well-being” in Algeria, Chile, Estonia, and Israel; boys in Belgium. Children 
with more economic worry were more likely “decliners in subjective well-being” in 
Algeria and Germany, and less in Israel.

Regarding social distancing experience factors, Belgium, Israel, and South 
Korean children who had to be in home all day and South Korean children who 
could not attend school for many days were more likely to be “decliners in subjec-
tive well-being” compared to “no changers” (Table 12.5). In other countries, social 
distancing experience factors did not help to explain children’s belonging to “declin-
ers in subjective well-being” profile compared to “no changers.”

Regarding pandemic-related anxiety factors, Albanian, Algeria, Colombian and 
Romanian children who had higher levels of Coronavirus anxiety were more likely 
to be “decliners in subjective well-being” compared to “no changers”; however, it 
was the opposite in Indonesia and South Korea. In other countries, Coronavirus 
anxiety did not help to explain children’s belonging to “decliners in subjective well- 
being” profile compared to “no changers.” School anxiety helped to explain chil-
dren’s belonging to “decliners in subjective well-being” profile compared to “no 
changers” in all countries—except in Albania, Bangladesh, Colombia, and Italy—
children with higher levels of school anxiety were more likely to be “decliners in 
subjective well-being” compared to “no changers.”
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Regarding psychological needs fulfillment factors, Bangladeshi, Chilean, 
Indonesian and Turkish children who agreed more that they felt lonely were more 
likely to be “decliners in subjective well-being” compared to “no changers”; how-
ever, it was the opposite in Albania, Algeria. In other countries, the perception of 
loneliness as the lack of fulfillment of relatedness need did not help to explain 
children’s belonging to “decliners in subjective well-being” profile compared to 
“no changers.” In Albania, Algeria, Bangladesh, Chile, Colombia, Italy, Romania 
and Turkey, children who were more dissatisfied with the freedom they had were 
more likely to be “decliners in subjective well-being” compared to “no changers.” 
In other countries, dissatisfaction with the freedom as the lack of fulfillment of 
autonomy need did not help to explain children’s belonging to “decliners in sub-
jective well-being” profile compared to “no changers.” In Albania, Belgium, 
Chile, Estonia, Indonesia, Romania and South Korea, children who disagreed 
more that they are good at managing their daily responsibilities were more likely 
to be “decliners in subjective well-being” compared to “no changers.” In other 
countries, the perception of lack of fulfillment of competence need did not help to 
explain children’s belonging to “decliners in subjective well-being” profile com-
pared to “no changers.”

All in all, we can conclude that hypothesis 4—children’s social distancing 
experience, pandemic-related anxiety and psychological needs fulfillment dur-
ing pandemic help to explain children’s belonging to subjective well-being 
“decliners” compared to “no changers” profile—is partially confirmed in all 
countries.

12.6  Discussion and Conclusions

Previously, predominantly single country studies have been done, showing that chil-
dren’s subjective well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic decreased (Kirsch 
et al. 2020; von Soest et al. 2020; Magson et al. 2021; Mitra et al. 2021; Steinmayr 
et al. 2022) or did not change (Choi et al. 2021) during the first wave of the pan-
demic. To our knowledge, there is only one multi-national study (Savahl et al. 2022) 
exploring the change of children’s subjective well-being during COVID-19 pan-
demic, and it showed that children’s mean overall subjective well-being decreased 
in 20 countries across four continents. However, to understand the impacts of the 
pandemic on children’s overall subjective well-being and its change more thor-
oughly, it is important to go further from “country means” analyses and use chil-
dren’s “profiles of change” approach (e.g., previously used by Nahkur and Kutsar 
2022), and explore the correlates of children’s subjective well-being change. Thus, 
by taking the “profiles of change” approach, present study aimed to explore the 
change of children’s overall subjective well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
including the role of social distancing experience, pandemic-related anxiety, and 
psychological needs fulfillment based on the data collected in 2021 from approxi-
mately 20,000 children primarily aged 9–13 years from 16 countries.
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12.6.1  Decliners as Most Common Profile of Subjective 
Well-being Change

Although the changes accompanied by the COVID-19 pandemic suited some chil-
dren, our study confirmed that in all countries, most children’s overall subjective 
well-being decreased. However, the decline was of different sizes in different coun-
tries. Confirming hypothesis 1, the decrease was most notable in Turkey, Germany, 
and Bangladesh, where overall subjective well-being decreased for approximately 3 
out of 4 children. Contrary to Savahl et al. (2022), the “profiles of change” approach 
allowed us to detect Turkey—having one of the most extended periods of school 
closures, being physically closed for almost 2 years (Müderrisoğlu et al. 2023)—as 
the country where children’s overall subjective well-being decrease was most com-
mon. Although in Turkey, but also in Germany and Bangladesh, children reported 
most often that they could not attend school for many days (see Nahkur and Kutsar 
2022), our regression analyses showed that in these countries social distancing 
experience factors did not help to explain children’s belonging to the “decliners” 
compared to the “no changers” profile. However, school closures could influence 
children’s subjective well-being indirectly through other factors. For example, we 
found that in Turkey and Germany, higher pandemic—related school anxiety, but in 
Turkey and Bangladesh, also lack of relatedness and autonomy perceptions helped 
to explain children’s belonging to the “decliners” profile. Also, Müderrisoğlu et al. 
(2023) found that long duration of school closure in Turkey brought longing for 
school as a relational space where children interact with their peers and teachers, but 
also as a place of freedom from their families. Moreover, Nahkur and Kutsar (2022) 
found that in Turkey, Germany and Bangladesh, the decrease in satisfaction with 
relationships with family and friends during the pandemic were steepest.

12.6.2  Decliners’ Characteristics

In accordance with Engel de Abreu et al. (2021), Magson et al. (2021) and Kutsar 
et al. (2022), we were able to confirm that “decliners” in subjective well-being were 
more commonly girls (hypothesis 2a) in Algeria, Chile, Estonia, Israel, Wales, and 
Germany. Also, recent Europe, Central Asia, and Canada country-pooled analysis 
by Cosma et  al. (2023)—based on Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 
2021/2022 survey—showed that overall subjective well-being decrease during pan-
demic was larger for girls than boys. Interestingly, we found that in Belgium 
“decliners” were more commonly boys. However, in other countries, in accordance 
with Steinmayr et al. (2022), we could not confirm the gender difference. In accor-
dance with previous evidence (Engel de Abreu et  al. 2021; Kutsar et  al. 2022; 
Magson et al. 2021), our study confirmed that in almost all countries “decliners” 
were more commonly children with low socio-economic status (hypothesis 2b). In 
accordance with Steinmayr et  al. (2022), no socio-economic differences were 
detected in Chile and Colombia. Interestingly, in South Korea, “decliners” were 
more commonly children with high socio-economic status.
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Contrary to our hypothesis 3a—based on Magson et  al. (2021)—“decliners” 
experienced social distancing more than “no changers” and/or “gainers” in Algeria, 
Belgium, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Israel, Italy, South Korea, and Turkey. In Albania, 
Chile, Colombia, Estonia, Germany, Romania, Taiwan, and Wales, the “decliners” 
did not experience more social distancing than the “no changers.”

In accordance with hypothesis 3b based on Magson et al. (2021) and von Soest 
et  al. (2020), “decliners” experienced more pandemic-related anxiety than “no 
changers” and/or “gainers” in all countries, except in South Korea. Interestingly, in 
South Korea, “decliners” experienced Coronavirus anxiety less than “no changers” 
and “gainers.”

In accordance with hypothesis 3c based on previous research evidence (Kutsar and 
Kurvet-Käosaar 2021; Magson et al. 2021; Mitra et al. 2021), decliners’ psychologi-
cal needs were less fulfilled during pandemic compared to “no changers” and/or 
“gainers” in Albania, Belgium, Chile, Colombia, Estonia, Germany, Indonesia, Israel, 
Italy. It also applied to Bangladesh and Turkey, except in case of competence need, 
and Wales, except in case of autonomy need. It was not confirmed in Algeria, Romania, 
South Korea, and Taiwan. Interestingly, in Algeria, “decliners” psychological needs 
were more fulfilled than “gainers”; in Romania, “decliners” relatedness and autonomy 
needs were more fulfilled than “gainers”; in South Korea, decliners’ relatedness need 
was more fulfilled than “gainers.” In Taiwan, no differences were found.

12.6.3  Social Distancing Experience, Pandemic-related 
Anxiety, and Psychological Needs Fulfillment 
as Correlates of Children’s Subjective 
Well-being Decline

Children’s social distancing experience and/or pandemic-related anxiety and/or psy-
chological needs fulfillment during pandemic helped to explain their subjective well-
being decline in all countries, at least partially confirming hypothesis 4. Among 
different factors, higher pandemic-related school anxiety most consistently, almost in 
all countries, helped to explain children’s belonging to the “decliners” profile. It is 
important new research evidence, expanding the Wu and Lee (2022) pre- pandemic 
evidence that school anxiety matters for overall cognitive subjective well-being in 
various world regions. Moreover, pandemic-related school anxiety mattered also in 
countries from Eastern European, Latin American and Confucian Asia region where 
Wu and Lee (2022) did not detect the association between school anxiety and overall 
cognitive subjective well-being. It is possible that “decliners” had lower self- efficacy, 
thus were less able to adapt to new normalcy of life as a student. Our regression analy-
ses showed that school anxiety did not matter only in Albania, Bangladesh, Colombia, 
and Italy. Considering the effect of school anxiety, Coronavirus anxiety mattered in 
less than half of the countries. Moreover, only in Belgium, Israel, and South Korea, 
stricter social-distancing experience helped to explain children’s belonging to the 
“decliners” profile when the effect of pandemic- related anxieties, psychological needs 
fulfillment, gender and socio-economic status were also considered.
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Lack of psychological need(s) fulfillment was important in explaining chil-
dren’s belonging to the “decliners” profile in majority of countries. Concerning 
relatedness, we extended the evidence base from Australia (Magson et al. 2021) 
and Canada (Mitra et al. 2021) to Albania, Algeria, Bangladesh, Chile, Indonesia, 
and Turkey. Unexpectedly, in Albania and Algeria, children who were less likely 
to perceive a lack of relatedness, were more likely to be “decliners” rather than 
“no changers.” Concerning autonomy, we extended the evidence base to Albania, 
Algeria, Bangladesh, Chile, Colombia, Italy, Romania, and Turkey. Contrary to 
Kutsar and Kurvet-Käosaar (2021), we did not find that in Estonia perceptions of 
lack of autonomy help to explain children’s belonging to “decliners profile.” As 
totally new research evidence, we found that lack of competence perceptions 
helped to explain children’s belonging to “decliners” profile, especially in Albania, 
Belgium, Chile, Estonia, Indonesia, Romania, and South Korea. Regression anal-
yses showed that children’s perception of lack of relatedness, autonomy and com-
petence did not matter in Germany, Israel, Taiwan, and Wales.

12.6.4  No Changers and Gainers

As totally new findings, the “profiles of change” approach allowed us to detect across 
countries the proportion of children whose subjective well-being did not change or 
even increased during the pandemic. Confirming hypothesis 1, our study showed that 
no change was most notable in Albania—for 44% of Albanian children the overall 
subjective well-being did not change during the COVID-19 pandemic. For “no chang-
ers,” the negative and positive experiences probably offset each other. However, being 
not in accordance with Savahl’s et al. (2022) country means’-based results, and not 
confirming hypothesis 1, overall subjective well-being increase was most notable in 
Algeria—23% of children the overall subjective well-being increased during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. For “gainers,” sharing new circumstances could lead to 
increased closeness between family members, especially in cases of high pre-pan-
demic intra-familial closeness (Mariani et al. 2020) or due to new shared activities 
(Kutsar and Kurvet-Käosaar 2021; Stoecklin et al. 2021). These children may have 
benefitted also in the school context as Stoecklin et al. (2021) study showed that some 
children valued the opportunity to plan their own work, pace of activities and time. In 
further research, “gainers” should be examined in more detail.

12.6.5  Limitations of the Study and Directions 
for Future Research

There are several limitations to our study. First, the relevance of the retrospective 
“before the pandemic” assessments of overall subjective well-being can be debated. 
Unfortunately, we do not have so-called baseline data. However, we do not regard 
this as a serious limitation. Retrospective measures of pre-event outcomes measured 
simultaneously with post-event outcomes may be more effective than traditional 
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pre-test/post-test methods at identifying how participants view the impact of an 
event (Levinson et al. 1990; Dollahite et al. 2022). Second, although our analyses 
are based on a novel multinational database with wide geographical coverage, most 
countries did not have representative samples, data sampling and collection meth-
ods varied between countries. However, exploring children’s subjective well-being 
change and its correlates in 16 countries at the time between the second and third 
wave of COVID-19 offered us a unique opportunity to extend the evidence base of 
social-distancing measures impacts on children’s well-being, especially on overall 
subjective well-being to different national contexts. Third, to include as many coun-
tries as possible, we did not control the effect of age in our study. A further separate 
study based on data from countries with bigger age-variation is needed.

In further research focusing on crises’ impacts on children’s subjective well- 
being, it is important to distinguish children with different “profiles of change.” We 
consider it as a move towards still scarce research on children’s subjective well-
being using person-oriented approach (e.g., see Gierczyk et al. 2022). In order to 
find deeper explanations to changes in children’s lives, more qualitative studies are 
needed (e.g., see recent Children’s Understandings of Wellbeing: Global and Local 
Contexts (CUWB) project’s Special Issue on the Covid-19 Pandemic and Children’s 
Understandings of Well-being: International Perspectives on Social Contexts and 
Inequality; Barn et al. 2023).

12.6.6  Concluding Remarks

To conclude, our analyses revealed that children experienced social-distancing mea-
sures during the pandemic differently. However, in all countries, at least every second 
child’s overall subjective well-being decreased during the COVID-19 pandemic. Among 
others, it increased the workload for psychologists, mental health practitioners, and 
other aid professionals working with children. Unfortunately, in many countries such 
professionals are lacking, possibly prolonging children’s well-being recovery.

Our study confirmed the importance of keeping schools open not only with the 
aim of better educational outcomes but especially in terms of protecting overall 
subjective and mental well-being of children. Although social distancing experience 
was not an important correlate of children’s subjective well-being decline in most of 
the countries, it influenced children’s subjective well-being indirectly through other 
factors. Across countries, pandemic-related school anxiety was a most consistent 
correlate of children’s subjective well-being decline, and in many countries the lack 
of psychological need(s) fulfillment also helped to explain the decline. Negative 
outcomes of school closures and the social distancing of the whole population out-
weigh its positive aspects.
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Chapter 13
The Impact of COVID-19 on Young 
People’s Levels of Subjective Well-being: 
Evidence from HILDA 2001–2020

Jenny Chesters 

13.1  Introduction

In January 2020, the novel coronavirus labelled COVID-19 spread to Australia and 
by March, the national borders were closed. Governments across Australia enacted 
various measures to slow the spread of the virus closing internal borders between 
states and territories, closing workplaces and schools, and shutting down social and 
sporting activities. Schools and workplaces were closed for at least 6 weeks across 
Australia and for extended periods of time in some states. Consequently, young 
people spent a lot more time with their families, were isolated from their friends and 
missed out on school-based opportunities to develop social skills integral to their 
development (Wang et al. 2021). Although Australians of all ages experienced dra-
matic changes in their social, cultural and physical environments, young people 
may have been adversely impacted given that they have little control over their liv-
ing arrangements and conditions. In particular, young people aged 15–17 years liv-
ing with their parents and attending secondary school had little control over their 
ability to respond to the health, social and economic threats of the pandemic and the 
measures governments enacted to slow the spread of the COVID-19 virus.

For this study, a comparison of five cohorts of young people is conducted to 
examine whether the pandemic influenced levels of subjective well-being of young 
people. The restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic is regarded as a 
period effect (see Callens 2017; Parker et al. 2016; Wong et al. 2017; Yang 2008 for 
discussion of age-cohort-period effects). To eliminate differences related to age, 
levels of subjective well-being of young people of the same age (15–17 years) at 
five different time points are examined. Period effects refer to differences associated 
with a specific period of time. For example, young people entering the labor market 
during an economic expansion (say, in 2006–2007) would have a very different 
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experience compared to young people trying to enter the labor market during a 
period of economic contraction (say, in 2008–2009 during the Global Financial 
Crisis).

As other researchers (Bayliss et al. 2017; Carlquist et al. 2017; Easterlin 2001) 
have noted, the terms well-being, subjective well-being, life satisfaction and happi-
ness essentially hold the same meaning therefore, these terms are used interchange-
ably throughout this paper. Measures of life satisfaction provide an indication of 
how much an individual “positively evaluates the overall quality of his/ her life” 
(Veenhoven 1996, 6) and in particular, with the ability to achieve one’s life goals 
(Headey et al. 2013). As Hori and Kamo (2018) point out, subjective evaluations of 
life experiences are dependent upon the context within which the individual is 
embedded. Levels of subjective well-being are typically measured using a global 
life satisfaction indicator derived from survey questions asking respondents how 
satisfied they are with their life overall (Chesters et  al. 2021; Clark et  al. 2010; 
Manning et al. 2016).

The research question driving this study is: “How did the COVID-19 pandemic 
impact on levels of subjective well-being of secondary school students?” The 
remainder of this paper is structured as follows: after providing a brief overview 
of the context, theoretical perspectives and extant literature, the data are intro-
duced and the analytical strategy is outlined. The results of the analysis are then 
presented followed by the discussion of the implications and directions for further 
research.

13.1.1  Context

In the first 12 months of the pandemic, Australia recorded just 910 deaths related to 
COVID-19 (Department of Health 2021). This comparatively low death toll was 
largely due to the national and regional lockdowns implemented to stop the spread 
of the virus. The Federal Government closed the national border in March 2020 and 
state and territory borders also closed. Given that health is a state/ territory respon-
sibility, the Federal Government could not enact national laws. Consequently, a 
National Cabinet was formed so that the Federal Government and State and Territory 
Governments could coordinate their response to COVID-19 pandemic. An initial 
6-week national lockdown was implemented from March 2020 through to May 
2020. Schools and workplaces, except those deemed to be essential, were closed 
and Australians were urged to stay home as much as possible. Restrictions on move-
ments within Australia, between states and territories and even within states were 
implemented. In July 2020, the state of Victoria entered another lockdown when 
breaches in the isolation of returning travellers generated another outbreak (Chesters 
2021). Throughout 2020 and 2021, various states and territories entered, emerged 
and re-entered lockdowns until over 90% of the population had been vaccinated 
against the virus. Consequently, people were isolated from their extended families 
and friends for long periods of time.
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Although lockdowns and restrictions implemented to contain the pandemic 
impacted all Australians, young people were particularly affected. Adolescence is 
the period when young people develop their own social networks, thus, peer rela-
tionships become increasingly more important (Plenty and Mood 2016; Yucel and 
Vogt Yuan 2016). Wong et  al. (2017) posit that experiences during adolescence 
shape values and behaviors throughout the life course giving rise to generational 
differences. For young people making this adjustment during 2020, the COVID-19 
pandemic further complicated an already complex process. Schools were closed 
and sporting and other social activities were curtailed leaving young people with 
few options to engage in the peer-to-peer activities required to develop their own 
social standing independent of their parents.

13.1.2  Theoretical Perspectives

Levels of subjective well-being are a combination of one’s physical and social well- 
being (Ormel et al. 1999) which are influenced by personal, community and societal 
factors (Diener et al. 2013). The desire to achieve high levels of subjective well- 
being is universal and therefore, underpins human behavior (Hadjar and Samuel 
2015; Steverink et al. 2020). Overall levels of subjective well-being are dependent 
upon comparisons between the individual and their peer groups and/or their own 
aspirations. For example, young people may experience lower levels of subjective 
well-being if members of their peer group appear to be more successful in achieving 
their goals than they are or if they cannot achieve their own goals (Hori and Kamo 
2018; Scharf et al. 2019).

Social Production Function (SPF) theory posits that levels of subjective well- 
being are dependent upon the attainment of five goals: stimulation, comfort, status, 
behavioral confirmation, and affection (Ormel et al. 1999). Stimulation, defined as 
the motivation to engage in physical activity, and comfort, the attainment of physi-
cal needs, are elements of physical well-being. Social well-being is attained through 
status, that is, one’s rank relative to others; behavioral confirmation, feeling that one 
has done well in the eyes of relevant others; and affection derived from caring rela-
tionships that provide love, friendship and emotional support (Ormel et al. 1999, 
67). The ability to satisfy these needs is constrained by access to resources. 
Therefore, individuals may need to choose between competing needs. For example, 
young people seeking to leave home and live with friends may need to choose 
between their need for physical comfort and their need for affection if living with 
their parents provides food and shelter but not love and emotional support.

Hadjar and Samuel’s (2015) research provided some support for Social 
Production Function theory with subjective well-being being positively associated 
with indicators of the achievement of the affection (being in a stable relationship) 
and comfort (having good health) goals. However, the results of their analysis show 
that their indicator of status (achieving social mobility) was not associated with 
levels of subjective well-being. Research conducted by Scharf et  al. (2019) 
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confirmed that comfort was an important factor in achieving physical well-being 
and that status was important for achieving social well-being. Research conducted 
by Steverink et al. (2020) found evidence of a gender differential in the importance 
of each of the five needs. For example, men placed more emphasis on the need for 
status and women placed more emphasis on the need for affection.

One’s ability to satisfy the five needs outlined by Social Production Function 
theory is constrained by one’s access to resources and this is of particular relevance 
to this study. During the COVID-19 pandemic, young people were not able to spend 
time with their friends and members of their extended families and this may have 
impacted on their ability to satisfy their need for affection. The lockdowns imple-
mented in various states for various periods of time impacted on their need for 
stimulation, the motivation to engage in activities. Their need for comfort may have 
been impacted if their family income declined and/ or they or members of their fam-
ily became ill with the virus. Their need for behavioral confirmation was impacted 
by the rapid changes in societal expectations and the abrupt changes to daily rou-
tines due to the restrictions imposed during 2020.

13.1.3  Factors Associated with Levels of Subjective Well-being

Researchers examining variations in levels of subjective well-being have generally 
focussed on the influence of various economic, social and personal factors (Layard 
et al. 2014). According to Layard et al. (2014), economic factors include education, 
employment and income. Social factors include family status and personal factors 
include sex, age and health. Layard et al.’s analysis of British Cohort Study data 
indicates that family background, childhood experiences and development impact 
subjective well-being. Given that the focus of this paper is on levels of subjective 
well-being of secondary school students, the focus is on sex, age, health and fam-
ily status.

The results of examinations of the association between sex and well-being are 
inconsistent: some researchers have found that males are happier than females 
(Ambrey and Fleming 2014; Goldbeck et al. 2007) whereas others have found that 
females are happier than males (Blanchflower and Oswald 2005; Chesters et  al. 
2021; Frijters et al. 2014; Hori and Kamo 2018). Researchers examining the asso-
ciation between subjective well-being and health have consistently found that being 
in poor health is associated with having lower levels of subjective well-being 
(Ambrey and Fleming 2014; Chesters et al. 2021; Fleche et al. 2021; Manning et al. 
2016). Family status is also consistently associated with the levels of subjective 
well-being of young people. Researchers generally find that living with two parents 
is associated with higher levels of subjective well-being (Fleche et al. 2021; Yucel 
and Vogt Yuan 2016). There is general agreement that levels of well-being decline 
during adolescence (Goldbeck et  al. 2007; Gonzalez-Carrasco et  al. 2017). For 
example, Goldbeck et al. (2007) found that those aged 16 years reported lower lev-
els of well-being than their younger peers.
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13.2  Methods

13.2.1  Data

To answer the research question, “How did the COVID-19 pandemic impact on 
levels of subjective well-being of secondary school students?”, analyses of data col-
lected by the Housing and Income Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) project are con-
ducted. The HILDA project surveyed a representative sample of Australian 
households in 2001 (Summerfield et  al. 2018). Every household member aged 
15 years or older was invited to participate. Households are surveyed every year, 
thus, a new cohort of 15 year olds enter the project every year. For this study, five 
cohorts of young people aged 15–17 years living at home with their parent/ parents 
and attending secondary school in 2001, 2005, 2010, 2015 and 2020 were selected.

13.2.2  Variables

In the first phase of the analysis, levels of subjective well-being of the five cohorts 
of young people are examined. The dependent variable, levels of subjective well- 
being, was derived from a question asking: overall, how satisfied are you with your 
life and measured on a scale from 0 (extremely dissatisfied) to 10 (extremely satis-
fied). Several researchers have also used this question (Ambrey and Fleming 2014; 
Bellis et al. 2012; Chesters 2021; Clark et al. 2010; Clark and Oswald 1996; Headey 
et al. 2013; Headey and Muffels 2018; Manning et al. 2016).

The independent variables are derived from Social Production Function theory 
and include indicators of comfort needs and affection needs. Indicators of comfort 
needs include family income and health and the indicator of affection is family type. 
Family income is derived from the household disposable income variable by divid-
ing the distribution into five equal groups. Households located in Quintile 1 have the 
lowest level of income; and households in Quintile 5 have the highest level of 
income. For the self-assessed health variable, the response options ranged from 
poor to excellent. These options were recoded into a dummy variable with 1 signify-
ing good/excellent health; 0 signifying poor health. Family type is coded 0 for two- 
parent families and 1 for lone parent families. Young people living with one parent 
tend to have lower levels of life satisfaction than those living with two parents 
(Yucel and Vogt Yuan 2016). Age, sex, state/territory and migrant status are included 
as control variables as previous research (Callens 2017; Carlquist et  al. 2017; 
Gonzalez-Carrasco et al. 2017; Hori and Kamo 2018; Wong et al. 2017) shows that 
these demographic factors influence levels of subjective well-being. The age vari-
able has three categories: 15, 16, and 17. The state/territory variable has six catego-
ries: New South Wales/Australian Capital Territory (NSW/ ACT); Victoria (VIC); 
Queensland (QLD); Tasmania (TAS); South Australia (SA); Western Australia/
Northern Territory (WA/NT). Migrant status is coded 1 if the participant and/ or at 
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least one of their parents were born overseas. Given that all of our participants were 
attending secondary school, level of education is not included in the models. Sex is 
coded 1 for female and 0 for male. Although researchers generally find that the 
effect of sex is either non-significant or very small (Gerling and Diener 2020), 
Frijters et al. (2014) argue that it is important to include sex in studies examining 
levels of subjective well-being during adolescence on the basis that girls and boys 
may experience adolescence differently.

The descriptive statistics for the Phase 1 variables for each of the 5 cohorts are 
presented in Table 13.6 in the Appendix. Roughly, half of the participants in each 
cohort were female and one-third were migrants. However, there are some notable 
differences between the cohorts. For example, the percentage of participants aged 
17 varies from 23 to 31%; and the percentage of participants living in one parent 
families varies from 20 to 26%. The means and standard deviations for the outcome 
variable, subjective well-being, are presented in Table 13.1 and show that, on aver-
age, levels of subjective well-being varied little between the five cohorts.

In the second phase of the analysis, the focus is on differences in levels of subjec-
tive well-being within the 2020 cohort. As Bayliss et  al. (2017) note, differences 
between groups are masked in aggregate analysis. Although the 2020 survey included 
a range of relevant variables, one variable measuring their concern for being infected 
with the COVID-19 virus and one variable measuring the impact of the pandemic on 
their ability to stay in contact with friends and family living outside their family home 
were selected. Participants were asked to nominate the percent chance that they may 
become infected with COVID-19. Responses ranged from 0 to 90%. Given that 14% 
nominated no chance and almost 60% nominated between a 1 and 25% chance, the 
distribution was divided into three categories: 0 = no chance; 1 = low chance (1–25%); 
2 = high chance (>25%). The “staying in contact” variable options ranged from much 
less, a little less, about the same, a little more, much more. These options were recoded 
into a dummy variable: 0 = less contact/ no change; 1 = more contact.

Preliminary analysis indicated that students in Victoria experienced the longest 
lockdowns and consequently, a greater period of time away from school (see 
Table 13.7 in the Appendix). During the lockdowns, schools were closed and stu-
dents were prevented from engaging in other social activities such as sport, dancing 
and generally spending time with their friends. To examine whether the extended 
lockdowns impacted more heavily on secondary school students in Victoria than in 

Table 13.1 Summary statistics of the subjective well-being variable: 2001–2020

N Mean Std. dev.

2001 617 8.33 1.38
2005 584 8.35 1.27
2010 647 8.45 1.20
2015 718 8.43 1.33
2020 623 8.42 1.33
Total 3189 8.40 1.30

Source: Housing and Income Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey
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Table 13.2 Summary statistics for the 2020 cohort

Other Victoria p-value

Subjective well-being 8.39 8.48 0.4585
% chance of getting COVID-19 16.8 21.2 0.0072

Source: Housing and Income Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey

other jurisdictions, the state/territory variable was recoded into a dummy variable: 
1  =  Victoria; and 0  =  all other states/territories (New South Wales, Queensland, 
Tasmania, South Australia, Western Australia, Australian Capital Territory, Northern 
Territory).

The descriptive statistics for these variables for the 2020 cohort are presented in 
Table 13.8 in the Appendix. Almost three-quarters of the participants were living 
outside of Victoria, 86% thought that they had some chance of being infected with 
COVID-19, and 27% indicated that they had been able to spend more time with 
their friends and family members who were not living in the family home. The sum-
mary statistics presented in Table 13.2 indicate that there was no difference between 
students in Victoria and those in other state/territories in terms of subjective well- 
being, however, participants from Victoria were significantly more likely than their 
peers to be concerned about being infected with the COVID-19 virus.

13.2.3  Analytical Strategy

For the first step in phase 1 of the analyses, a series of multiple regression models 
were developed to examine the association between levels of subjective well-being 
and family type, sex, migrant status, age, health, location and family income quintile 
individually for each cohort. Family type is selected as the key explanatory variable 
due to the consistency of the findings generated by other researchers (Fleche et al. 
2021; Yucel and Vogt Yuan 2016). In the second step, the five datasets were merged 
(n = 3189) to examine whether participants aged 15–17 years during the coronavirus 
crisis of 2020 were less satisfied with their lives than young people in the 2001, 2005, 
2010, and 2015 cohorts. In the final step, an examination of the impact of changes in 
lifestyles and access to schools, friends and extended families associated with the 
coronavirus. All of the analyses were conducted using Stata14 (StataCorp 2015).

13.3  Results

The results for the regression analysis for each cohort are presented in Table 13.3. 
Being in good health is consistently associated with higher levels of subjective well- 
being. Apart from participants in the 2001 cohort, living in Western Australia is 
negatively associated with levels of well-being. Living in a one-parent family 
appears to be negatively associated with levels of well-being for each cohort, how-
ever only the results for 2001, 2015 and 2020 are statistically significant.
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Table 13.3 Regression results for subjective well-being for each cohort

2001 2005 2010 2015 2020
Coeff.
(Std. err.)

Coeff.
(Std. err.)

Coeff.
(Std. err.)

Coeff.
(Std. err.)

Coeff.
(Std. err.)

One parent =1 −0.38**
(0.15)

−0.25
(0.13)

−0.12
(0.13)

−0.36**
(0.13)

−0.39**
(0.15)

Household income (ref. = Quintile 1)
Quintile 2 −0.07

(0.18)
−0.12
(0.17)

−0.06
(0.15)

−0.14
(0.16)

0.17
(0.17)

Quintile 3 −0.04
(0.18)

0.36*
(0.17)

−0.26
(0.15)

−0.11
(0.16)

−0.04
(0.18)

Quintile 4 0.17
(0.18)

0.30
(0.18)

−0.04
(0.16)

0.11
(0.17)

0.06
(0.19)

Quintile 5 0.23
(0.19)

0.19
(0.18)

0.13
(0.16)

0.01
(0.17)

0.10
(0.19)

Good health =1 0.77**
(0.26)

1.03***
(0.23)

1.06***
(0.26)

1.07***
(0.26)

1.22***
(0.24)

Female =1 −0.22*
(0.11)

−0.03
(0.10)

−0.13
(0.09)

−0.16
(0.10)

−0.21*
(0.10)

Age (ref. = 15)
16 −0.15

(0.13)
−0.002
(0.12)

−0.21
(0.11)

−0.20
(0.11)

−0.30*
(0.13)

17 −0.31*
(0.14)

−0.25
(0.14)

−0.37**
(0.12)

−0.31*
(0.12)

−0.21
(0.13)

State (ref. = VIC)
NSW/ACT 0.03

(0.14)
−0.06
(0.14)

0.18
(0.12)

−0.18
(0.13)

0.02
(0.14)

QLD −0.01
(0.17)

−0.23
(0.15)

−0.11
(0.14)

0.003
(0.15)

−0.06
(0.15)

SA 0.63**
(0.20)

−0.30
(0.21)

−0.34*
(0.17)

−0.16
(0.19)

−0.30
(0.20)

WA/NT 0.05
(0.24)

−0.40*
(0.20)

−0.55**
(0.19)

−0.47**
(0.19)

−0.51**
(0.20)

TAS 0.50
(0.30)

−0.44
(0.30)

0.05
(0.25)

−0.07
(0.26)

0.22
(0.28)

Constant 7.77***
(0.31)

7.54***
(0.29)

7.75***
(0.29)

7.90***
(0.31)

7.63***
(0.31)

N= 617 584 649 718 623
Adj. R-squared 0.0431 0.0700 0.0696 0.0521 0.0780

Notes: NSW=New South Wales; ACT  =  Australian Capital Territory; QLD  =  Queensland; 
SA = South Australia; WA = Western Australia; NT = Northern Territory; TAS = Tasmania
***p < 001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05
Source: Housing and Income Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey

To answer the research question, the five individual datasets were merged to 
examine whether the cohort of participants from 2020 reported lower or higher 
levels of subjective well-being. The results of the regression models are reported 
in Table 13.4. The first model includes sex, family type, health status, age, and 
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Table 13.4 Regression results for levels of subjective well-being across the five cohorts

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Coeff.
(Std. err.)

Coeff.
(Std. err.)

Coeff.
(Std. err.)

One parent =1 −0.34***
(0.05)

−0.29***
(0.06)

−0.29***
(0.06)

Household income (ref. = Quintile 1)
Quintile 2 −0.06

(0.07)
−0.06
(0.07)

Quintile 3 −0.03
(0.08)

−0.03
(0.08)

Quintile 4 0.12
(0.08)

0.11
(0.08)

Quintile 5 0.13
(0.08)

0.13
(0.09)

Good health =1 1.04**
(0.11)

1.03***
(0.11)

1.03***
(0.11)

Female =1 −0.14**
(0.04)

−0.14**
(0.04)

−0.14**
(0.05)

Age (ref. = 15)
16 −0.16**

(0.05)
−0.17**
(0.05)

−0.17**
(0.05)

17 −0.27***
(0.06)

−0.29**
(0.06)

−0.29***
(0.06)

State (ref. = VIC)
NSW/ ACT −0.001

(0.06)
−0.001
(0.06)

−0.01
(0.06)

QLD −0.07
(0.07)

−0.07
(0.07)

−0.07
(0.07)

SA 0.09
(0.09)

−0.08
(0.09)

−0.08
(0.09)

WA/NT −0.38***
(0.09)

−0.39***
(0.09)

−0.40***
(0.09)

TAS 0.08
(0.12)

0.10
(0.12)

0.10
(0.12)

Cohort (ref. = 2020)

2001 −0.12
(0.07)

2005 −0.08
(0.07)

2010 −0.01
(0.07)

2015 −0.01
(0.07)

Constant 7.74***
(0.12)

7.70***
(0.13)

7.75***
(0.14)

N= 3189 3189 3189

(continued)
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Table 13.4 (continued)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Coeff.
(Std. err.)

Coeff.
(Std. err.)

Coeff.
(Std. err.)

Adj. R-squared 0.0545 0.0565 0.0567

Note: NSW=New South Wales; ACT  =  Australian Capital Territory; QLD  =  Queensland; 
SA = South Australia; WA = Western Australia; NT = Northern Territory; TAS = Tasmania
***p < 001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05
Source: Housing and Income Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey

location. As suggested by the results presented in Table 13.3, being in good health 
is positively associated with levels of subjective well-being. Being female and 
living in a one-parent family is negatively associated with subjective well-being 
as is living in Western Australia or the Northern Territory. These results hold when 
family income is added into Model 2. Family income is not independently associ-
ated with levels of subjective well-being. In the final model, these results remain 
when cohort is included (Model 3). The 2020 cohort is the reference category. The 
coefficients for the 2001, 2005, 2010, and 2015 cohorts are not statistically sig-
nificant indicating that the 2020 cohort participants reported similar levels of 
well-being as their counterparts in earlier cohorts. This may be related to the tim-
ing of the data collection in 2020. The first round of lockdowns was national and 
lasted for just 6 weeks. During the first lockdown, there was a collective sense of 
“we are all in this together”. However, the lockdowns implemented during late 
2020 and throughout 2021 were state- and/or region-specific and thus, may have 
impacted on levels of subjective well-being for those who experienced the harsh-
est and longest lockdowns.

In the next phase of the analysis, an examination of differences between groups 
within the 2020 cohort is conducted. To examine if the extended lockdowns in 
Victoria had an effect, a variable distinguishing between participants living in 
Victoria and those living elsewhere in Australia is included in the models. As 
indicated in Table 13.7, students in Victoria spent longer periods of time studying 
at home with almost three-quarters being locked out of school for more than 6 
weeks. Participants from Victoria were also more likely than their peers to believe 
that they would become infected with the COVID-19 virus. The results of Model 
1, presented in Table 13.5, indicate that students who were concerned about catch-
ing COVID-19 were less satisfied with their lives than their peers who were not 
concerned about catching it. The results for Model 2 presented in Table 13.5 indi-
cate that students who spent more time with their friends and members of their 
extended families reported higher levels of subjective well-being than those who 
spent less time or the same amount of time with their friends and members of their 
extended families. When Models 1 and 2 are combined into Model 3, being able 
to spend more time with friends and family members not living in the family 
home was associated with higher levels of subjective well-being. Furthermore, the 
results indicate living in a one-parent family was associated with lower levels of 
subjective well-being.
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Table 13.5 Regression results for subjective well-being in 2020 according to fear of contracting 
COVID-19 and ability to spend time with friends and members of extended family

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Coeff.
Std. 
err. Coeff.

Std. 
err. Coeff.

Std. 
err.

One parent =1 −0.43*** 0.12 −0.44*** 0.12 −0.46*** 0.12
Good health =1 1.23*** 0.24 1.24*** 0.24 1.19*** 0.23
Female =1 −0.25* 0.10 −0.23* 0.10 −0.27* 0.10
Age (ref. = 15)
16 −0.32* 0.12 −0.32** 0.12 −0.32** 0.12
17 −0.24 0.13 −0.23 0.13 −0.23 0.13
Victoria =1 0.13 0.12 0.09 0.12 0.12 0.12
Chance to get COVID (ref. = no 
chance)
Low [<50%] −0.49** 0.15 −0.49** 0.15
High [>50%] −0.42* 0.17 −0.43* 0.17
More time with friends = 1 0.31** 0.12 0.31** 0.12
Constant 8.03*** 0.29 7.52*** 0.25 7.98*** 0.29
N= 623 623 623
Adj. R-squared 0.0825 0.0807 0.0916

Note: ***p < 001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05
Source: Housing and Income Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey

13.4  Discussion

Given the dramatic social changes that occurred during 2020 due to the outbreak of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, levels of subjective well-being of young people aged 
15–17 years were expected to be lower for the 2020 cohort than those of the other 
four cohorts. Interestingly, despite having to abruptly adapt to changing social and 
economic conditions, the 2020 cohort of young people were no less satisfied than 
their counterparts in 2001, 2005, 2010 and 2015. Thus, it would appear that there is 
no evidence that, in the early stages of the pandemic, this cohort of young Australians 
were no less happy with their lives than their counterparts in previous cohorts. This 
may be due to their physical and social needs being met. During the early phase of 
the pandemic, being locked out of school was probably not too much of an issue 
given that they could use social media to keep in touch with their friends. Case 
numbers were very low so the expected impact on their health did not materialize. 
Family incomes may not have been affected in the early stages of the pandemic as 
employees were encouraged to work from home unless they were essential workers. 
To buffer families from the damage that the rapid shutdown of the economy may 
have generated, the Federal Government introduced JobKeeper payments (the 
Treasury 2023) for employees who were made redundant. Bayliss et al. (2017) also 
found that levels of well-being were largely unaffected by the 2007/2008 recession 
in Britain. They argue that it may take some time for changes in lived conditions to 
impact levels of life satisfaction. The national lockdown lasted for 6 weeks from 
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mid-March to May 2020 during which there was a collective sense of “we are all in 
this together”. That said, ensuing rounds of lockdowns in various states and regions 
may have impacted on levels of subjective well-being for those who experienced the 
harshest and longest lockdowns.

Despite the absence of an impact on the 2020 cohort overall, there were some 
notable variations within the cohort. As predicted by Social Production Function 
theory, young people who were suffering from poor health reported having lower 
levels of subjective well-being than their healthy peers. Research examining the 
impact of health on levels of happiness invariably finds that those experiencing poor 
health are less happy than their healthy peers (Chesters et al. 2021; Headey et al. 
2013; Headey and Muffels 2018; Manning et al. 2016). Young people who rated 
their chance of contracting COVID-19 as being high also reported lower levels of 
subjective well-being. The ability of young people to satisfy their need for affection 
was also associated with levels of subjective well-being. Those who were able to 
spend more time with their friends and members of their extended families reported 
higher levels of subjective well-being.

The effect of age also aligns with previous research (Goldbeck et  al. 2007; 
Gonzalez-Carrasco et  al. 2017). Goldbeck et  al. (2007) found a clear pattern of 
declining levels of life satisfaction between the ages of 11 and 16 years in Germany. 
The finding that female students enjoyed lower levels of subjective well-being than 
male students aligns with the findings of Goldbeck et  al. (2007) but contradicts 
research conducted by Chesters et  al. (2021), Frijters et  al. (2014), Gonzalez- 
Carrasco et  al. (2017), and Yucel and Vogt Yuan (2016). The finding that young 
people living with one parent reported having lower levels of well-being than their 
peers living with two parents aligns with the findings of Yucel and Vogt Yuan (2016) 
who suggested that adolescents in lone parent families may experience higher levels 
of stress than their peers living in two parent families.

With regards to Social Production Function theory, the findings presented here 
provide further evidence of the salience of satisfying physical and social needs for 
subjective well-being. Young people who were unable to satisfy their need for com-
fort in terms of being healthy reported lower levels of well-being. Living with one 
parent rather than two may be associated with a lower likelihood of satisfying one’s 
need for affection and therefore, lower levels of subjective well-being (Steverink 
et al. 2020). Young people who indicated that they had been able to spend more time 
with their friends and members of their extended families reported having higher 
levels of well-being suggesting that their need for affection was satisfied. Hori and 
Kamo (2018) posit that support from family and friends is especially important dur-
ing adolescence. Goldbeck et al. (2007) found that peer friendships were a consis-
tently important factor contributing to levels of well-being during adolescence.

The focus of this paper was to examine whether COVID-19 pandemic and its 
associated restrictions impacted on average levels of subjective well-being of young 
Australians in the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. The HILDA project col-
lects data from the same participants every year, therefore, it is possible to track 
individual trajectories and compare levels of life satisfaction before and during the 
COVID-19 pandemic for older cohorts. Furthermore, as further waves of data are 
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collected and become available, an examination of levels of subjective well-being 
between 2020 and 2023 will be possible. Therefore, there is scope for further 
research in this field.

The contribution of this chapter is that it examines the effect of the initial national 
pandemic-related lockdown on a cohort of young Australians aged between 15 and 
17 years in the first part of 2020. By comparing the average levels of subjective 
well-being of this cohort with their counterparts in 2001, 2005, 2010 and 2015, it 
provides an insight into how levels of subjective well-being at particular points in 
the life course are consistent over time. Young people attending secondary school 
were somewhat cushioned from the economic disruptions related to the pandemic 
as they focused on their need for affection at home and within their social networks 
and their need for validation from their peers by conforming with the behavioral 
expectations of their peer group. According to Social Production Function theory, 
the need for affection and the need for validation are integral factors associated with 
levels of subjective well-being (Ormel et al. 1999).

13.5  Conclusion

During 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the social and economic lives of 
Australians. Young people, in particular, had to quickly adjust to restrictions that 
impeded their ability to attend school, participate in sporting and other organized 
social activities and spend time with their friends and family members who did not 
live in the family home. Given that adolescence is the period during which young 
people seek to develop their own social networks and become less reliant on their 
families for support, these rapidly implemented changes were expected to impact on 
levels of well-being. The findings presented here indicate that in the early stages of 
the pandemic, levels of subjective well-being were unaffected. There were, how-
ever, some notable results that give insight into the importance of friendships. Young 
people who were able to increase their contact with friends and members of their 
extended families reported having higher levels of subjective well-being compared 
to their counterparts who either maintained or decreased their levels of contact. 
Furthermore, young people who believed that they had a higher chance of contract-
ing COVID-19 held lower levels of subjective well-being than their peers who were 
less concerned. These findings have important implications for how crises should be 
handled in the future. Calming concerns about being infected and enhancing oppor-
tunities for young people to engage in social activities with their friends and peers 
are central to the subjective well-being of young people.
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 Appendix

Table 13.6 Descriptive statistics for the Phase 1 variables for each of the 5 cohorts

2001 2005 2010 2015 2020
% % % % %

Sex
Male 49 51 48 52 50
Female 51 49 52 48 50
Age
15 39 40 36 38 34
16 38 37 36 35 35
17 24 23 28 27 31
State
NSW 31 31 31 31 26
VIC 29 25 28 26 27
QLD 16 22 19 19 23
SA 10 8 10 9 9
WA 6 8 7 9 8
TAS 4 3 4 4 4
NT 0.3 1 0.3 1 1
ACT 4 2 1 2 2
Migrant status
Australian 62 69 68 66 68
Migrant 38 31 32 34 32
Family type
Two parents 80 74 78 74 78
One parent 20 26 22 26 22
Employment status
Employed 40 44 39 36 38
Not employed 60 56 61 64 62
Health status
Good/ excellent 88 86 86 85 86
Poor/ fair 5 5 3 4 5
Missing 7 9 10 11 9

Note: NSW=New South Wales; QLD  =  Queensland; SA  =  South Australia; WA  =  Western 
Australia; TAS = Tasmania; NT = Northern Territory; ACT = Australian Capital Territory
Source: Housing and Income Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey
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Table 13.7 Descriptive statistics for the Phase 2 variables for the 2020 cohort

2020 n = 623
%

Location
Victoria 27
Other state/ territory 73
% chance had/get COVID-19
None 14
Low 58
High 26
Missing 2
Change in time staying in contact with friend/ family
More time 27
Less / same time 73

Source: Housing and Income Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey

Table 13.8 reported number of weeks that schools impacted by COVID-19 by State/ Territory of 
residence

n= 0 1–6 7–12 13–28

NSW 164 23.8 56.7 18.9 0.6
VIC 168 20.2 7.1 30.4 42.3
QLD 144 13.9 77.1 8.3 0.7
SA 53 34.0 60.4 3.8 1.9
WA 52 17.3 78.9 3.9 0
TAS 24 29.2 50.0 20.9 0
NT 5 60.0 40.0 0 0
ACT 13 15.4 69.2 15.4 0

Note: NSW=New South Wales; QLD  =  Queensland; SA  =  South Australia; WA  =  Western 
Australia; TAS = Tasmania; NT = Northern Territory; ACT = Australian Capital Territory
Source: Housing and Income Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey
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